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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation explores the changing organization of work in the transnational 
humanitarian aid sector. I specifically examine aid localization: a sector-wide strategy to 
increase the role of local labor in humanitarian aid projects. What does the aid sector’s 
localization look like in practice? What are the effects of localization on local labor? To 
answer these questions, I conducted a qualitative study of aid operations in Jordan, a 
major global aid hub. I find that localization creates a particular structure of work in 
which tasks, resources, and expectations are formally and informally organized and 
premised upon particular meanings associated with ‘the local’ as a category.  This 
structure subsequently creates new forms of precarious labor and challenging work 
conditions for national employees under the framing of humanitarian aid, and also shapes 
how workers make sense of their own positions within the aid labor hierarchy. These 
effects are indicative of the tensions and contradictions embedded in conceptualizations 
of ‘the local’ in the aid sector. It is these tensions and ambiguities that subsequently 
become sources of productivity for aid employers: a space to generate new forms and 
relations of work that ensure successful project outcomes. I subsequently contend that 
localization ruptures and reinscribes Global North-Global South inequalities through 
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CHAPTER ONE  
HUMANITARIAN AID, LOCALIZATION, AND LOCAL LABOR 
Introduction 
 
 'Going local' is valorized for promoting growth, ownership, and sustainability: to 
address complex social problems ranging from economic disparities to climate change. 
This sentiment is particularly salient in scholarship and discourse related to international 
humanitarian aid and development, in which ‘going local’ is productive: a way to 
mitigate global inequalities and foster community empowerment. But in what ways is 
‘going local’ productive, and for whom? This question is pertinent to address both 
theoretically and empirically given the changing organization and role of local actors in 
the transnational humanitarian aid sector. 
 Local actors have long played a role in aid. In fact, approximately 90 percent of 
humanitarian aid workers are considered ‘local’ hires, individuals residing in crisis 
contexts, usually in the Global South, who are employed by aid entities (Roth 2015: 8). 
Western-based donors, United Nations (UN) leadership, and aid organizations like CARE 
International, the Red Cross, and Action Against Hunger, have long recognized the 
important role of local actors in crisis response, describing them as integral to aid 
operations. However, with the rise of so-called “complex emergencies”1 in a post-Cold 
 
1 Complex emergency is defined by the UN as “a humanitarian crisis in a country, region or society where 
there is total or considerable breakdown of authority resulting from internal or external conflict and which 
requires an international response that goes beyond the mandate or capacity of any single agency and/ or 






War era, and against a backdrop in which the number of unresolved humanitarian crises 
has risen to an unprecedented level (more than 70.8 million currently displaced from their 
homes2), the role of this local labor is changing.  
 The humanitarian system is now in the process of localizing. Specifically, 
localization is a sector-wide strategy designed to increase the role and power of local 
actors in the Global South in aid operations: “to ensure local and national actors are better 
engaged in the planning, delivery, and accountability of humanitarian action” (ICVA 
2018: 2).3 Localization is further touted as a way to “[adapt] to new challenges through 
local, inclusive, and context, specific responses”: to make aid more locally-informed, 
sustainable, and effective in unresolved crisis contexts (See Wall and Hedlund 2016).4 
Dozens of aid organizations and donors located in the Global North have subsequently 
pledged5 to increase their direct funding to national and local actors, partner with more 
local entities, and develop strategies to incorporate more local leadership in management 
roles. Some organizations like Action Aid and Oxfam International have even shifted 
their headquarters from cities in Europe to urban hubs in Africa like Johannesburg and 
Nairobi, respectively. Yet, we still do not fully know what this aid localization looks like 
in practice, nor its effects, particularly on the local workers it targets.  
 






5 Many of these pledges to ‘localize’ aid came in response to the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit. This 
summit is discussed in more detail in part two of this introduction. Also See Roepstorff (2019) for an 




 This project therefore asks: What does localization look like in the aid sector? What 
are its effects on local workers?  
 Sociological scholarship on international aid and development offers important 
insights, explanations, and hypotheses about the factors and processes that drive political, 
social, and economic inequalities between and within societies, particularly in the Global 
South. However, and what is surprisingly and overwhelmingly omitted in this literature is 
consideration of the aid and development sector as embedded in these processes as well: 
They are employers that hire and rely on ‘local actors’ in the Global South as their 
employees to make their aid projects and interventions work. This dimension is critical to 
consider given that aid organizations are major transnational employers, that transfer and 
also utilize resources to and from crisis contexts, including labor. As of December 2019, 
UNOCHA reported that over $28.8 billion in humanitarian aid was required to assist 
108.8 million of the 167.6 million people in need in 53 countries.6 With growing security 
concerns related to aid delivery in conflict zones and the increasing number of 
unresolved, protracted crises worldwide, international aid organizations are increasing 
their reliance on local actors to deliver aid to these people in need.7 However, and at the 
same time, major transnational aid organizations like Oxfam have had to engage in 
extensive layoffs and program cutbacks due to funding shortfalls from the coronavirus 
pandemic.8 These developments therefore map onto sociologists’ claim that more 
 
6See:https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GHO_Monthly_Update_30APR2020.pdf 







systemic evaluation of aid and development actors as employers is needed in order to 
advance explanations of development outcomes (Viterna and Robertson 2015: 260).  
 The relationship between the organization of labor and society has been central to 
theoretical and empirical inquiries in sociology since the establishment of the discipline. 
Scholars have long considered the ways in which the global division of labor is 
productive for society as a whole, but simultaneously premised upon the maintenance and 
reproduction of social inequalities. While scholars have yet to fully account for labor 
dynamics within the aid sector, literature on the labor process in both manual and service 
industries has been particularly attune to the ways in which the organization of work 
domestically as well as transnationally maps onto the creation, sustentation, and 
reproduction of global inequalities in terms of class, gender, and race through work 
practices themselves (Burawoy 1979; McKay 2006; Mirchandani 2012; Muñoz 2008). 
Literature on the labor process in relation to global outsourcing more specifically shows 
how economic motivations, but also cultural, social, and gendered assumptions of who 
workers are, and how they can and should labor for their employers, is embedded in the 
global division of labor (e.g., McKay 2006; Nadeem 2011; Paul 2011; Salzinger 2003; 
Ong 1987). The latter in turn shapes how local employees must work and navigate their 
positions and jobs in response that often lead to many unforeseen effects on workers and 
their communities.  
 In sum, this literature shows how labor practices are the sites in which political, 
social, and economic inequalities and hierarchies at the local, national, and global levels 




to fully engage the aid sector as a case of transnational labor, we do not yet fully know 
whether or how similar effects manifest accordingly, especially during this period of 
localization.  
 This dissertation intentionally explores localization and its effects on local workers 
through a labor lens: to frame aid organizations as employers in crisis contexts. I adopt 
the latter as a way to gauge what these localization work transformations in aid mean for 
the local populations they target, and how these findings compare to what we know from 
scholarship on the labor process in other transnational sectors. The ways in which the aid 
sector compares, but also contrasts with these other sectors subsequently provides an 
important platform to advance questions and explanations related to the processes 
undergirding social inequalities broadly, as well as those pertaining to studies of labor 
and development more particularly. 
 I subsequently conducted a qualitative study of aid operations in Jordan to explore 
these themes. Jordan is a major global aid hub located in the region that produces and 
hosts the largest number of protracted humanitarian crises worldwide: The Middle East. I 
particularly looked at how localization shifts affected the organization of labor within the 
sector, namely in terms of the daily work routines and expectations of national, local aid 
employees. I collected the bulk of my data between August 2017 and March 2018. I 
conducted 95 interviews with aid workers (local ‘national’ Jordanian workers, non-local 
‘expatriate’ staff, as well as ‘other’ categories of local workers and refugee ‘volunteers’), 
along with ethnographic observations of aid operations in urban and rural locations 




 My data suggests that contrary to policy agendas and scholarship that assume 
localization encourages sustainability and empowerment within crisis-affected 
communities, this shift in how aid ‘works’ also has a number of unacknowledged side 
effects. Specifically, I find that localization creates a particular structure of work in which 
tasks, resources, and expectations are formally and informally organized and premised 
upon particular meanings associated with ‘the local’ as a category. This structure 
subsequently creates new forms of precarious labor and challenging work conditions for 
national employees under the framing of humanitarian aid, as well as how workers make 
sense of their own positions within the aid labor hierarchy.  
 I therefore argue in this dissertation that workers’ precarity and labor are indicative 
of the tensions and contradictions embedded in these conceptualizations of ‘the local’ in 
the aid sector: as something central for development and sustainability, but also static, 
problematic, and a distinct ‘other.’ It is this tension and ambiguity that subsequently 
become sources of productivity for aid employers: a space to generate new forms of work 
that ensure successful project outcomes. In other words, organizations actively construct 
the category of ‘the local’ as something particular through work practices for their own 
project benefits. These work practices subsequently reinforce and reproduce labor 
hierarchies articulated as local-expatriate, local-global, and even East versus West 
accordingly. At the same time, and in trying to make sense of the ‘local’ category 
imposed on them through their work, employees also contribute to these hierarchies when 
they refashion and reappropriate what it means to be a ‘local aid worker’ as something 




 I subsequently contend that localization ruptures and reinscribes Global North-
Global South inequalities through ambivalent constructions of who local workers are, and 
how they should and can provide value to their organizations. By studying the everyday 
practices among workers in the aid sector, this project provides an important entry point 
to further explain and nuance our understandings of how humanitarian aid and 
development contribute to the reproduction of inequalities at the local, national, and 
global scales. This project further begins to show how this reorganization of work under 
localization is just one of many vehicles in the aid sector and elsewhere that binds, 
confines, and homogenizes Global South populations and their upward mobility 
transnationally. This project further contributes to scholarship on global transformations 
of work and labor. 
 
What is Aid Localization? A Brief Background 
 Organizations and donors within the transnational humanitarian aid sector have 
long acknowledged the important role of working with local actors in responding to 
natural and man-made crises. In 1991, the United Nations General Assembly passed 
Resolution 46/182, which established the UN’s role in coordinating humanitarian 
responses to complex emergencies and natural disasters. In this document, considered a 
key foundation of the contemporary humanitarian system, aid responses are supposed to 
“promote the use of all locally or regionally available relief capacities” and “supplement 




[c]39; Annex 189). For the nearly three decades since, similar statements have appeared 
in documents such as the Red Cross Code of Conduct, the Principles of Good 
Humanitarian Donorship, the 2007 Principles of Partnership, and the annual 
Humanitarian Accountability Report.10 In most cases, however, further action beyond 
these acknowledgements of local actors has been mute.  
Funding and decision-making power and processes related to the scope and 
priorities of the humanitarian system have long been concentrated in the Global North, 
and orchestrated and implemented in the Global South. Local actors, understood as 
located in these Global South contexts, are often considered aid recipients, or at best, 
implementers of aid projects developed elsewhere. In other words, local actors are often 
positioned and imagined as passive tokens and benefactors of aid at the operational level, 
even if or when they are acknowledged in these policy reports and agendas as important 
to initiating, orchestrating, and ensuring humanitarian responses are successful.  
It has only been within the last ten to fifteen years or so that aid stakeholders have 
engaged in serious conversations about how to systematically reform the humanitarian 
system to be more inclusive of these ‘important’ local actors operationally (Wall and 
Hedlund 2016: 9). To achieve the latter, the concept of “localization” has begun to figure 
prominently in policy discourse, “recogniz[ing] and support[ing[ the local community in 
being the leaders, decision-makers, and implementers of solutions impacting their 
 
9 Full text accessible here: https://undocs.org/A/RES/46/182 
10 Red Cross Code of Conduct: https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/assets/files/publications/icrc-002-1067.pdf; 
Principles of Humanitarian Donorship: https://www.ghdinitiative.org/ghd/gns/principles-good-practice-of-
ghd/principles-good-practice-ghd.html; 2007 Principles of Partnership: Principles of Partnership: 
https://www.icvanetwork.org/system/files/versions/Principles%20of%20Parnership%20English.pdf; 2013 




country” (Cornish 2019).11 Yet, like earlier discussions on local actors as ‘important’ in 
aid responses, discussions surrounding localization have long been criticized as vague, 
‘lacking teeth,’ and ‘just more jargon from the aid industry.’12 
  It was not until the signing of the Grand Bargain Agreement at the 2016 World 
Humanitarian Summit in Turkey that sector-wide commitments to localize aid became 
paired with "time-bound" and "action-oriented" agendas and goals (See Roepstorff 2019 
for an overview). The summit was initiated by the Former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-
Moon, and more than 23,000 people representing 153 countries were “consulted on how 
to reform the humanitarian system”; with localization strategies at the forefront of 
discussion (ctd. from Roepstorff 2019: 10, endnote 2). In the subsequent agreement, 
dozens of signatories (INGOs, UN bodies, and country donors) pledged to increase their 
direct aid funding to national and local organizations by 2020. Others pledged to partner 
with more local organizations to “make aid as local as possible and as international as 
necessary” (See Barbalet 2018 for an overview).13 Immediately following the summit, 
another major initiative, Charter4Change, led by humanitarian INGOs from both the 
Global North and South, further outlined targets and ways to measure localization in 
practice as described in the Grand Bargain Agreement.14 Sixty-two organizations have 
 
11 https://www.devex.com/news/putting-localization-at-the-center-of-the-humanitarian-future-94997 
12 For example, see: 




14For example, eight points are outlined in the charter for international NGO signatories. These include 
items such as increasing direct funding to southern-based NGOs to 20 percent and addressing 
subcontracting models of localization (i.e., local collaborators should be included in decision-making 





signed onto the Grand Bargain as of March 2020,15 and 35 INGOs have signed onto the 
Charter4Change.16  
Following the signing of these agreements, many organizations have started to 
implement significant changes within their operations. For example, organizations like 
Oxfam International shifted its international secretariat headquarters from London to 
Nairobi, as well as other key secretariats to Bangkok and Addis Ababa. Other 
organizations, like the International Rescue Committee (IRC), launched pilot Community 
Based Protection Approaches (CBPs) as part of its efforts to localize its operations and 
incorporate more local leadership into the management of its projects.17 Even UN 
organizations, like UNOCHA, now have official localization officer positions as part of 
their staffs in some countries.  
In other cases, however, organizations have adopted localization practices that 
situate local and national organizations in positions that look more like subsidiaries or 
subcontracted entities rather than partnerships described in the Grand Bargain 
Agreement. Relatedly, organizations have shifted and designated their mid-management 
and leadership positions that are usually for international, expatriate hires to national 
staff. However, as Oelberger, Fechter and McWha-Hermann (2017) finds, these 
expatriate staff are now occupying new positions or other administrative leadership roles 
for their aid employers elsewhere. Organizations’ interpretations of localization evidently 
 
15  See: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain-official-website/grand-bargain-signatories 
16 See: https://charter4change.org/2015/07/31/thecharter/  
17 According to IRC, a CBP approach “builds on the way an affected community identifies the protection 
risks to which they are exposed as well as community-based protection measures to mitigate those risks.” 





diverge, and in some cases, seem to stray from the original goals of operational reform.18 
While some of these shifts seem promising and aligned with the original goals of the 
agreement, sector-wide localization efforts have largely been criticized thus far as falling 
short of the expectations outlined in the Grand Bargain (Metcalfe-Hough, Fenton and 
Poole 2019). 
Explanations at the policy level as to why organizations are adopting different 
modes and practices to localize their operations often pinpoint the lack of shared 
definitions of what localization is and should entail. As Roepstorff (2019) notes in her 
review of the localization agenda at the policy level: 
It is used across the sector to refer from everything to the practice of increasing numbers 
of local staff in international organizations, to the outsourcing of aid delivery to local 
partners, to the development of locally specific response models. The term often also 
encompasses work that originates with local groups or is in support of local initiatives. 
(Wall and Hedlund 2016: 3 ctd. from Roepstorff 2019) 
 
Or another definition that is often cited which reflects localization’s multiple 
interpretations:  
Localization is the process through which a diverse range of humanitarian actors are 
attempting, each in their own way, to ensure local and national actors are better engaged 
in the planning, delivery and accountability of humanitarian action, while still ensuring 
humanitarian needs can be met swiftly, effectively and in a principled manner. 
(Humanitarian Leadership Academy 201919) 
 
It is further important to note that who and what is  a local actor is not always 
clearly defined among organizations, donors, and other stakeholders. The classification of 
an international versus national versus a local organization can be arbitrary or vary from 
 
18 Oxfam International has created a “localization spectrum” to capture the various ways in which 
organizations could implement the localization agenda: https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/localization-in-aid-
why-isnt-it-happening-what-to-do-about-it/ 




country to country. In the case of Jordan, for example, I witnessed how NGOs that were 
long classified as “international” would re-register as “national” organizations in order to 
access funding for national and local partners amidst these localization shifts. It is also 
important to note that sector-wide consensus is still lacking in terms of how to measure 
and evaluate whether localization has been achieved. 
While vague definitions and measures of success may in part explain the current 
state of localization in the sector, reports also acknowledge that the goals driving 
localization are also and often mixed. One interpretation of these various responses is that 
some stakeholders are truly and seriously rethinking the power imbalance between 
Global North actors (i.e., the major aid organizations and donors who control the 
projects) and those in the Global South (i.e., the actors who implement and are affected 
by them). After all, the humanitarian system has long been recognized for its colonial and 
imperial roots (e.g., Barnett 2011; Fechter and Walsh 2010; Watenpaugh 2015). 
However, and in other cases, localization could be framed as a practical solution 
to reach goals related to efficiency. The International Federation of the Red Cross 
champions localization, noting that local actors are “fast because they are close” to the 
crisis context, “have access that international actors do not,” and are “cost effective” 
(IFRC 2018; also see Roepstorff 2019: 3). The predominant understanding of local actors 
as also more attune to local circumstances would therefore make “the sector more 
responsive and innovative” against a backdrop in which "humanitarian organizations find 
themselves faced with supporting more populations impacted by natural and man-made 




trends developing in the sector. Also referred to as remote management models, 
organizations and donors increasingly operate from afar and engage local actors (rather 
than sending their international employees to work on the ground in the crisis context) to 
implement their work, often citing security concerns and restricted access to those in need 
(See Rivas 2015 for an overview). It is therefore and perhaps ironic then that 
organizations and donors also cite security concerns as to why they are not able to fully 
implement the localization agenda; particularly in terms of identifying and funding 
trustworthy, neutral partners for their work (Fast and Bennett 2020). 
The multiple motivations, messages, and definitions undergirding localization 
highlight that who and what local and localization means in practice, and why 
organizations pursue particular localization strategies versus others, is not immediately 
clear, but is indeed affecting how organizations and donors are now operating in the 
humanitarian system accordingly. 
 
Who is the Local Actor? The Role of National Aid Workers in the Humanitarian System 
The goal to localize aid represents a systematic shift in terms of the division of 
labor within aid operations: who actually makes aid ‘work’ and how. As stakeholders 
move their headquarters, partner with more local organizations, and rearrange their 
management structure, the role of local labor is changing, and also increasing, under 
localization. The local aid worker therefore presents themself as a key central figure of 




But who is the local aid worker? In the world of humanitarian aid, individuals are 
almost always hired and compensated based on their residency and citizenship status as it 
relates to the location in which they are working. This means that an American working 
in Jordan for an international NGO or a UN body will be hired and compensated as an 
“international staff” member, or what is often referred to as an “expatriate” worker in 
Jordan. A Jordanian hired in Jordan for the same organization as the American will be 
hired and compensated as a “national staff” or a local worker. These categories, which 
are premised upon the UN grade system (many non-UN aid organizations, namely 
INGOs, use this as a standard in their hiring practices as well), are important because 
they shape one’s wages, access to benefits, contract conditions, as well as the positions 
one can apply for. For example, some jobs advertise “Nationals Only” in their 
descriptions and qualifications.  
Local, national staff hires in UN bodies reach a limit in terms of their upward 
mobility both in terms of position and salary in the organization because of their local or 
national staff grade designation. To access work opportunities at a higher grade and 
salary, one must subsequently work abroad: as an international, expatriate hire. This is 
important to note because international, expatriate workers receive salaries that are 
approximately 400-900 percent more than their national, or local counterparts in aid 
organizations collectively (i.e., inclusive of UN and non-UN entities) (McWha 2011; also 
see Carr et al. 2010). This pay gap reflects the fact that national, local employees’ wages 
are pegged to national income levels, to “reflect the best prevailing conditions found 




salaries are designed to compare with similar jobs in the United States federal civil 
service (UNOHRM n.d., ctd. from Farah 2020). It is also important to note that expatriate 
workers often receive remuneration given their abroad status in various types of aid 
organizations (e.g., UN, INGOs), namely rent reduction, funding or support for schooling 
if they have children, as well as hazard or hardship pay depending on the location of the 
post.20 Some organizations have shifted this approach in part to try to make working 
conditions more equitable between international and national staff (e.g., ActionAid), but 
these hiring standards largely permeate and structure work in the sector globally. Local 
workers themselves have begun to express sentiments about the latter through social 
media, but these discussions are largely preliminary, and do not often appear in 
mainstream media outlets.21 
It is further important to note that more than 90 percent of the aid workforce is 
comprised of local staff (Benton 2016; Peters 2016; Roth 2015). With the drive to 
localize aid, these numbers are likely to increase further. However, it is often difficult to 
provide the full scope or an accurate count of how many local workers are employed in 
the aid sector in a given country context because of how local workers are contracted 
(often based on projects, as well as through partner organizations), and because numbers 
are often voluntarily self-reported by organizations (i.e., there is no obligation or central 
body that collects this information). In the case of Jordan, for example, the Jordan INGO 
 
20 More information about the salary scale and benefits available here: 
https://www.un.org/Depts/OHRM/salaries_allowances/salary.htm 
21 For an important exception, see The Guardian’s “Secret Aid Worker” series which includes reflections 





forum, a voluntary collective of 58 INGOs operating in the country, reported that 54 of 
their member organizations employed 189 expatriate staff and 4,070 national staff in 
2019 (email correspondence with forum director, January 2020). However, these 
numbers do not include regional offices that are based in the country (e.g., Humanity and 
Inclusion’s Regional Office in Amman as just one example). These numbers also do not 
include local employees who work for a Jordanian organization, but receive their wages 
from an INGO. For example, A local worker employed by a Jordanian organization (e.g., 
JOHUD) but receives their wages from Danish Refugee Council because DRC oversees 
the project, would not be included in this count. ALNAP, a global network of a wide 
array of aid stakeholders and part of the Overseas Development Institute, provided an 
estimation in 2017 of humanitarian aid personnel based “in the field” specifically to be 
approximately 570,000 (Knox Clarke 2018).22 This represents a 27 percent increase since 
their 2013 report. The report suggests that this change is largely because of the growing 
number of national aid workers employed as ‘staff,’ given that the number of 
international expatriate staff did not change during this period. 
While information is lacking on the local aid workforce, more information is 
available on international, expatriate aid employees. Overall, more women are included 
in leadership positions in the aid sector in comparison to other transnational sectors, 
many of whom are single and without children (Roth 2015: 48). One study found that 40 
percent of team members and senior management within humanitarian aid are women 
 





(Knox Clarke 2014 ctd. from Roth 2015). It is important to note that international or 
“expat” aid workers are not exclusively white or holding Western nationalities (Benton 
2016; Peters 2016). Who is an expatriate versus a local also does not fit neatly onto 
ascribed categories related to race or Global North versus Global South in today’s aid 
sector either (Benton 2016; also see Goudge 2003; Fassin 2011; Kothari 2005; Lough and 
Carter-Black 2015); although interdisciplinary research suggests that racialized 
understandings of these categories persist in practice (Benton 2016; Redfield 2012).  
More research on localization and the effects thereof can subsequently move us to 
a more robust understanding of ‘who’ local workers are, as well as the effects of 
localization on them and aid operations more broadly.  
 
Literature Review 
Labor in Aidland: An Unfinished Story 
 In earlier decades, studies of aid and development primarily focused on economic 
disparities and change. However, and particularly in the post-Cold War era, the scope of 
what is or should be included in studies of aid and development has expanded. It is now 
overwhelmingly accepted and understood to include the social and political: development 
understood as improving the lives and well-being of communities globally (Escobar 
2011; Sen 1985). 
 Interdisciplinary scholarship has largely and subsequently sought to account for the 
factors that produce and sustain development disparities over time and place: why 




effectiveness, globalization, trade, and the root causes of poverty figured prominently in 
early explanations. More recently, literature has increased its focus on three major factors 
to understand these development disparities: institutions, social divisions, and human 
growth (Viterna and Robertson 2015: 263). 
 Sociologists, however, are considered underrepresented in this contemporary 
literature on aid and development (Watkins, Swidler and Hannan 2012: 286); and even 
more so in scholarship pertaining to humanitarianism and humanitarian aid specifically.23 
This may be in part reflective of the subfield’s decline in the 1990s24, in which 
development-related scholarship was absorbed into other subfields such as globalization 
and transnationalism and organizations (Viterna and Robertson 2015: 248). While this 
fracturing in the post-Cold War era may be considered by some to have weakened 
sociological understandings of aid and development, it has also allowed and privileged 
sociologists with a wider theoretical and empirical analytical lens to conceptualize, and 
 
23 It is important to note that the literature cited in this section tends to focus on “development” aid 
organizations in particular, premised upon assumptions that humanitarian aid organizations “have relatively 
well-understood, effective technologies” for providing relief and responding to emergencies (Watkins et al. 
2012: 288). However, aid organizations are increasingly multi-mandated, meaning that they often engage in 
both “development” and “humanitarian relief” activities as one and the same (ibid; also see Barnett 2011). 
This is particularly true in the case of humanitarian aid in unresolved, protracted crisis contexts. For 
example, the International Committee on the Red Cross eliminated the word “emergency” starting in 2015 
from its annual appeals, citing the fact that its work is “often a mix of urgent and long-term programming” 
(ICRC 2016: 4). Development Initiatives’ (2019) Global Humanitarian Assistance Report further 
documents how official development assistance (ODA) and humanitarian funding “are progressively being 
channeled to the same protracted crisis contexts” in practice (12). Moreover, sociology scholars of 
development have called for more “serious” engagement and analysis “of the effects of [humanitarian 
organizations”; how “this massive field of actors [affects] the lived experiences of individuals in 
developing nations” (Viterna and Robertson 2015: 263). These calls and developments therefore seem to 
suggest that such dichotomies between humanitarian versus development aid might be obsolete in their use, 
and may even hinder, our explanations and understandings of organization’s operations in Aidland at the 
local, national, and transnational levels. 
24 The decline of the subfield partially relates to the decline in popularity of World-Systems theory, 





consider the implications of, the burgeoning scope of this field in recent decades, at least 
in some respects. 
 Sociological literature on transnational norm diffusion, for example, has provided a 
useful platform to conceptualize aid and development as a collection of transnational and 
global processes and practices, in which both the material and non-material are produced 
and exchanged. This literature has been important in broadening the scope of 
development literature to include the role of non-state actors; showing how development 
outcomes at the national and cross-national levels are not exclusive to state agendas, but 
are also intertwined with global ones. Specifically, international organizations’, including 
aid entities, adaption—or diffusion of—global norms shape what constitutes development 
at the national and local levels as well (Frank et al. 2000 ctd. from Downey et al. 2020; 
Meyer et al. 1997). Goldman’s (2005) ethnography of the World Bank, for example, 
highlights how it is international organizations who may (and often) manufacture and 
produce the language in which global norms related to aid and development are 
formulated or centered upon in the first place in order to “create…worldwide 
industr[ies]” that ensure their continued relevance at the global scale (68, 87). It is 
important to note that these global norms are not purely economic, but also social, and 
cultural in form in terms of what is or should be development and aid (Barnett and 
Finnemore 1999: 703; also see Babb 2007; Brechin 1997; Chorev 2013; Zwingel 2012).  
 However, and while sociologists recognize that global norms often reflect multiple 
states’ and non-states’ interests and agendas, these norm transfers are often imagined as 




the ‘global’ level (read: Global North) and applied to various local contexts. Important 
research, however, nuances this depiction, at least in part, showing how actors in local 
contexts or based in the Global South—professionals, bureaucrats, and social movement 
groups—exercise agency in negotiating and also creating global norms (Bartley 2007; 
Chorev 2012; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Longhofer and Schofer 2010; Zwingel 2012). In 
this literature, norms (and local and national development more specifically), are 
understood as outcomes of local-global exchange in which local actors contribute, 
negotiate, and reformulate norms to fit local cultures and practices.25 Therefore, the 
persistence of social and economic development disparities is understood in this 
literature, at least in part, as a reflection of local actors’ adaptation, or contestation of, 
global norms. 
 Sociologists have further played an important role in offering other explanations to 
the question of why development disparities persist by conceptualizing development 
NGOs as organizations. Framed in this way, we can begin to think about how 
development NGOs may (or may not) have altruistic goals, and must calculate and 
navigate uncertainties related to the environments in which they work. This means that 
they may often “operate in ways unanticipated…at their creation” (Barnett and 
Finnemore 1999: 699-700; Watkins et al. 2012). This scholarship explores themes such 
as: aid NGOs’ external relationships with other actors (states, the private sector, donors, 
and beneficiaries; see Asad and Kay 2014; Bebbington 2005); organizations’ internal 
 





dynamics that inform aid outcomes (Beck 2017; Swidler 2009); patterns of partnership, 
collaboration, and networks (Castells 1996; Lister 2000), and the extent to which global 
norms inform organizations’ behaviors (Bartley 2007; Beckfield 2003; Boli and Thomas 
1999; Meyer 2010). Within this literature, important work conceptualizes aid 
organizations as part of a transnational and global field: composed of a wide array of 
actors from both the private and non-profit sectors that operate—and compete with one 
another—at local, national, and transnational levels simultaneously (Krause 2014; Dromi 
2020). The latter is important because it allows us to frame, and make better sense of, the 
relational aspects within aid operations that shape aid outcomes, including why certain 
groups ‘in need’ may not always receive the aid one might expect. These relationships 
between aid stakeholders are therefore critical to consider in order to understand the 
factors driving social and economic disparities between and within societies at the local, 
national and global scales. This literature is further useful because it connects and 
grounds scholarship related to transnational norm exchange to the material and relational 
practices within and between organizations. 
 Albeit sociologists’ attention to these critical dynamics in shaping aid and 
development, scholarship on the labor relations and dynamics that power “Aidland” is 
overlooked and undertheorized in the literature.26 The latter phrase, “Aidland,” is 
overwhelmingly used across the social sciences to reference the space in which 
transnational humanitarian and development aid operations broadly construed occur 
 
26 Literature on volunteers in aid and development, however, is prevalent. For examples, see: Lasker 2016; 




(Mosse 2011; Fechter and Hindman 2011; Shutt 2012; Smirl 2015). This oversight within 
the discipline of sociology is surprising because scholars have already recognized that 
humanitarian aid and development actors represent major employers at the local level, 
particularly in crisis contexts where they operate. Sociologists have further noted that that 
this presence affects local communities, but “ha[s] yet to be systematically evaluated” 
(Viterna and Robertson 2015: 260). So while sociologists have sought to systematically 
explain the outcomes of development interventions, scholarship still has yet to fully 
engage with a similar critique of the development sector itself: “Rather than simply 
evaluate whether development actors accomplish what they promise, scholars must also 
evaluate how the very presence of development actors may affect any number of social 
processes critical for development, often in unintended or unforeseen ways” (Viterna and 
Robertson 2015: 262). This omission of labor dynamics from analyses therefore indicates 
that sociologists have yet to fully explain the factors that shape development disparities 
and inequalities. 
 
Investigating Aid Labor Beyond Sociology: Another Unfinished Story 
 Anthropologists and geographers, on the other hand, have been attune to the daily 
lives and experiences of workers in Aidland (Fechter and Hindman 2011; Mosse 2011; 
also see Bornstein 2005; Fassin 2007; Feldman 2011; Redfield 2013 cf. Ticktin 2014). 
Thematically, this literature has focused on several dimensions of the aid worker that 
resonate with sociological inquiry as well. First, this literature explores the relationship 
between workers and norms: how workers’ daily actions reflect, relate, or contribute to, 




has shown how aid workers’ imaginaries of beneficiaries shape aid distributions, as well 
as how project success is measured (Asad 2003; Fassin 2011; Harrell-Bond 1986; Ticktin 
2011). Hyndman and de Alwis (2003) highlight how particular constructions of “the 
woman” in Sri Lanka informs project activities and locations, as well as target 
beneficiaries (i.e., teaching feminine skills to women groups; providing job opportunities 
for women that are located close to the home) (also see Heron 2007; Hyndman 1998). 
 Second, this scholarship has devoted keen attention to workers’ career motivations 
and their sense of identity as aid workers. Significant studies in this regard have focused 
on the multiple motivations of workers’ pursuit of aid careers, including the altruistic and 
professional values that such work provides for them at the individual level. Malkki 
(2015), for example, highlights how Finnish aid workers’ motivations to work in crisis 
contexts are not solely—or in some cases at all—linked to humanitarian incentives, but 
are premised on desires to be “good professionals” (cf. Ticktin 2014: 279). Similarly, 
Fechter (2012) shows how aid work is as much about “doing good” as it is about “living 
well,” given that many expatriate workers are often able to lead more comfortable lives 
as aid workers abroad than in their home countries (also see Hannaford 2019). Overall, 
this work is often attuned to the ways in which constructions of gender, race, colonial 
relationships, and perceptions of class and privilege, shape expatriate aid workers’ 
identities in ways that also affect how they manage work-life balance, construct family 
and home, and interact with aid recipients (Autessere 2014; Fechter and Walsh 2010; 




 What is surprising in this literature, however, is the paucity of scholarship on the 
experiences of the majority of aid workers in Aidland: local hires, or national employees. 
Local aid workers account for 90 percent of the aid workforce globally. Yet, what we 
know about the living and working conditions of Aidland are in reference to 
international, expatriate (often white) aid workers, who, in these accounts, are largely 
from the Global North and living in Global South locations where aid projects are 
implemented (see Benton 2016 for a critique). In fact, scholarship on how local hires 
shape sector norms, as well as their own experiences, motivations, sense of identity as aid 
workers, are virtually absent from the literature with a few notable exceptions (Carruth 
2018; Combinido and Ong 2018; Farah 2020; Malkki 2015; Pascucci 2019; Peters 2016). 
This omission is important because it means we have yet to fully understand the actions, 
relationships, and work that structures, and is produced from, “Aidland,” and their 
effects. This is because we have not yet fully grappled with aid organizations as 
employers: we do not know how labor conditions and experiences of local workers, and 
their relations with one another both in and outside the workplace27 matter to how aid 
‘works’ as a result. 
 The latter gap is critical to consider given that it is clear that assumptions and 
categories of what is local versus non-local (global, expatriate, international) seem to 
matter to how these workers experience Aidland in this latter literature. In fact, and in 
terms of aid workers, important interdisciplinary conversations are attuned to the ways in 
 
27 More discussion is needed, for example, on relationships between locals and expatriates in the workplace 




which categorical descriptions such as “local” versus “expatriate” versus “volunteer” 
staff—are linked to racialized understandings of social groups (For example, see McWha 
2011; also see Fassin 2011, Redfield 2012); that do not necessarily reflect realities on the 
ground (Benton 2016; Peters 2016). For example, and while leadership within aid 
organizations has been moving away from white, middle class men (in many cases to 
white women), “Western expatriates” are still overrepresented in (and imagined as) the 
leadership and management positions of aid organizations (Roth 2015). Some scholars 
have subsequently called for more “unpack[ing] the racialized meaning of the terms 
expatriate, national staff, and beneficiary. Despite—or because—development is a racial 
project, race is rarely openly addressed” (White 2002; Kothari 2006; Crewe and 
Fernando 2006 cf. Roth 2015: 4). 
 Similarly, literature has begun to show how local actors strive to “perform the 
local” (Heaton-Shrestha 2006; Peters 2016; Watkins and Swidler 2013) in culturally and 
socially specific ways to mediate and negotiate interests between altruists from afar and 
the local communities they are engaged with. While this work acknowledges local actors’ 
agency and independent interests, this literature often tends to frame these individuals as 
ceremonial translators or implementers: who willingly and enthusiastically use their 
‘local knowledge’ and social networks to adapt global norms, donor demands, and 
agendas from headquarters (imagined to originate in the Global North and adapted to the 
local context in the Global South) for their organizations. We do not know much about 
how they come to understand what “performing the local” should entail; as well as how 




construction as well. This is important because, in other cases, one’s non-local expatriate 
employment status becomes of a point of separation and ‘protection’ both physically and 
emotionally from ‘dangerous’ local contexts amidst growing securitization and 
‘bunkerization’ in the sector (See Smirl 2015; also see Fassin 2007, 515; Fast 2014).28 
 Constructions of who and what is local (as well as other categories) are therefore 
important to consider in how they are structuring and shaping the labor behind Aidland’s 
operations and the outcomes they produce. Unpacking these meanings is particularly 
critical in the contemporary moment because we already know that conceptualizations of 
the global versus the local structure how both scholars and practitioners explain the 
factors, processes, and outcomes of aid and development, including aid stakeholders’ 
localization agendas. However, we do not yet know how these constructions matter, if at 
all, for the overall organization of work in the aid sector; nor the local aid workers and 
their communities more specifically, who are employed by these foreign-based aid 
organizations in their home countries. 
 
Scholarship on the Labor Process and the Organization of Transnational Work 
 Since the establishment of sociology as a discipline, theoretical and empirical 
inquiries have sought to explain the relationship between the organization of work and 
the development of society. A central tension among the founders of the discipline relates 
to the global division of labor: whether or how it serves as a productive force for society 
 
28 We can even see how sociologists’ discussions of norm diffusion and organizations’ having to operate in 
‘uncertain environments’ in the local context is rooted in similar assumptions of the local as unstable and 




as a whole (e.g., Durkheim1984 [1893]), or a vehicle that often maintains and reproduces 
social inequalities (e.g., Marx in Tucker 1978).  
 Contemporary sociological scholarship continues to explore this tension, 
particularly amidst changing transformations of work at the global level. With the onset 
of major offshoring and outsourcing of manufacturing and service jobs from the Global 
North to the Global South in the latter decades of the twentieth century, scholars have 
been quite attentive to explain how these shifts have affected the global division of labor 
(Silver 2003, Simpson 1989, Smith 1997). Key themes in this literature include: the 
governance of transnational commodity chains (Bartley 2007; Gereffi 1996, 1999; Quark 
2011); the growth of precarious work (Kalleberg 2009; Standing 1999); the relevance of 
“place” and location in shaping the organization of work (Harvey 1989; Peck 1996; 
Sassen 2001); the effects of global standards on labor practices (Bartley 2005, 2011); the 
gendered construction of transnational labor (Elson and Pearson 1981; Roy 2012; 
Salzinger 2004; Ward et al. 2004); and transformations in worker solidarity and resilience 
(Anner 2011; Boswell and Stevis 1997; Chibber 2003; Kay 2005).  
 Within this vast set of scholarship, important research has focused on how this 
global division of labor specifically manifests at the national and local levels: among 
workers and their daily routines on-the-job. Largely inspired and informed by Marx’s 
discussion of the labor process, this literature considers how employers’ expectations of 
workers, how workers actually labor, and how they make sense of their work are 
informed by particular constructions of class, gender, race, and ethnicity (Burawoy 1979; 




manufacturing industries, for example, use gender as a proxy to guide their hiring 
practices, to justify how they “control” their staffs, and to monitor their overall factory 
outputs (see Salzinger 2003; Elson and Pierson 1981; Otis 2011). In other cases, race is 
the organizing factor of the labor process; a dimension that becomes more salient when 
managers simultaneously leverage workers’ immigration status as a form of control 
(Muñoz 2008).  
 What is particularly salient in this literature, however, is how the labor process, and 
these constructions of gender, race, and ethnicity, are tied to particular understandings of 
worksite locations. It is particular understandings of “the local” and “the local worker” 
that inform where foreign companies establish their offices, how they hire workers in 
these locations, and what they expect from their local employees on the job 
economically, socially, culturally, and even physically (Carrillo Rowe, Malhotra, and 
Perèz 2013; Nadeem 2011; Perlow 2001; Salzinger 2003). For example, assumptions of 
Global South women, particularly those from Southeast Asia, as docile with particular 
physical qualities (e.g., nimble fingers) originally shaped transnational employers’ 
recruitment patterns of textile workers (Elson and Pearson 1981). Nadeem’s (2011) and 
Mirchandani’s (2012) research on IT call centers in India highlight how outsourcing has 
restructured the daily routine and requirements of employees both at work (night shifts to 
coincide with US business hours, speaking in particular English accents to sound 
“authentic” to consumers; also see Carrillo Rowe, Malhotra, and Perèz 2013) as well as 
in their families and communities (work shifts conflicting with family activities; higher 




“class” identities) because of assumptions tied to local workers and the local context (also 
see Vijaykumar 2013; Radhakrishnan 2007, 2009). 
 This literature also and subsequently shows how workers make sense of these 
assumptions: how they challenge their gendered, classed, and racialized subjectivities as 
“local workers” through their jobs and labor. For example, workers negotiate their 
subordinate status and positions in the workplace through ‘games’ (Burawoy 1979) as 
well as boundary-work (Lamont 2000; Purser 2009; Vallas 2001); to benefit them 
economically and socially in and outside of the workplace (Lee 1998, McKay 2006; 
Nadeem 2011; Ong 1987; Patel 2010; Vijaykumar 2013). Studies also show how workers 
in transnational service industries ranging from care (Paul 2011) to restaurants (Wilson 
2017) labor to differentiate themselves as ‘ideal workers’ based on their employers’ 
ethnic and racialized assumptions of their work ethic. However, in leveraging such 
strategies to negotiate their labor positions, scholars highlight how workers often 
contribute to the reproduction of their subjectivities: They reinforce the global division of 
labor premised upon constructions of class, gender, race, as well as the local versus the 
global. 
 We can therefore see from this brief overview how transnational employers’ 
particular understandings of ‘local populations’ in relation to the transnational and global 
shape and effect the labor process: how workers are recruited, expectations of them on-
the-job, as well as how they make sense of their own positions. The culmination of this 




the job where the relationship between the global and local are articulated, in ways that 
matter and are consequential for workers both in and outside the workplace. 
 How the latter may manifest within the aid sector is particularly important to 
consider because it is in moments of workplace restructuring, like our present case of aid 
localization, in which positions between managers and workers, as well as between 
“professional” and non-professional (i.e., workers) employees “often intensifies, rather 
than diminishes” (Vallas 1999, 2003 ctd. from McKay 2006: 11); suggesting that other 
intertwined statuses such as being ‘a local’ may also ‘intensify’ as a result too. And while 
the aid sector may diverge from these private sector actors in terms of their presumed end 
goals (achieving mandates versus maximizing profits), explicit similarities between aid 
localization and corporations’ outsourcing practices (i.e., shifting or expanding work to 
locations outside the Global North, increasing local worker employment, and decreasing 
wages, benefits, and lengths of contracts for local workers) suggest that the effects of 
these processes on the labor process, and local labor more specifically, may take 
comparable forms as well (see Cooley and Ron 2002; Siméant 2005 for comments on 
this; also see Carr et al. 2010; Malkin 2015; McWha 2011). 
 
Research Questions and Design  
It is clear from this brief literature review that more research is needed to address 
several key dimensions of humanitarian aid:  




• the organization of labor driving aid operations, and how it is changing under 
localization 
• employers’ recruitment practices of local workers in crisis contexts, and 
justifications thereof (i.e., why they recruit local workers in the ways they do)  
• the role and experiences of local workers employed in the sector 
 
In order to elaborate and address these gaps in the literature, this project focuses on 
the following questions:  
• What does the labor process in the aid sector look like during this period of 
localization? 
• What are the roles of local workers in aid operations, and how have they changed, 
if at all, during this period of localization? 
• What do aid employers expect from local aid workers and why? 
• How do workers themselves experience localization, and how do they make sense 
of their jobs in this context? 
 
A Qualitative Approach to Studying Work in Humanitarian Aid 
 To address the key research questions of this project, I utilize a qualitative 
methodological approach. Qualitative approaches, and more specifically qualitative 
ethnography, provide an important way to develop “more comprehensive theoretical 




to more fully capture and understand how sociological theories relate to, and are 
informed by, the daily practices that manifest in the social world.  
 I specifically adopt a qualitative approach for this project for several reasons. First, 
localization is still a relatively new phenomenon in the aid sector. Comprehensive 
datasets about its implementation and effects are limited, or in most cases, non-existent. 
Based on desk-based research and preliminary fieldwork conducted for this project, it 
also became clear that organizations are diverging in how they approach and imagine 
localization at the local, national, and transnational levels. While some organizations are 
shifting their headquarters from Europe to cities like Nairobi and Johannesburg, or 
recruiting more local workers for mid-management positions, these activities, and even 
support for them, are not necessarily consistent between and among all organizations. 
Geographic location also seems to matter: localization is happening more rapidly in some 
locations versus others. It therefore became immediately evident when designing this 
project that on-the-ground exploration and data collection with aid organizations and 
their workers would be absolutely necessary in order to understand localization in 
practice and its subsequent effects. 
 Second, much of what we know about humanitarian aid organizations and their 
operations are self-reported. This information often lacks a central database and is not 
necessarily consistently updated. For example, many organizations do not have consistent 
or complete records of their local employee numbers, given that, in many cases, these 
hires are counted as part of project budgets given the structure of their contracts. 




by staff who are present in the crisis context. These reports in many cases also do not 
include information that would look unfavorably on organizations’ projects or staff, given 
that these reports often serve as an important basis for organizations to acquire more 
funding and support for future projects. This latter phenomena is well-documented in 
scholarship as well that examines how aid organizations engage in particular practices to 
demonstrate accountability and worth to current and future donors (As examples, see: 
Hilhorst 2002; Mueller-Hirth 2012). Therefore, only qualitative, in-depth fieldwork in the 
crisis context can really provide the data sought for this project: what the localization 
process looks like in practice and how it affects local workers. These factors collectively 
heighten the importance of using a qualitative approach for this project. This study also 
and therefore serves as an important precursor for further research in order to fully 
understand the scope of this phenomenon. 
 
An Abductive Analysis Approach 
 I adopt an abductive analysis approach in the study. Abductive analysis is a 
qualitative data approach in which the goal is theory construction. Specifically, one is 
open to and “search[es] for surprises in empirical observations and in theory” (Mears 
2017: 143; Timmermans and Tavory 2012). This means that the researcher constantly 
looks for unexpected findings in the data, and considers how they relate to assumptions 
embedded in, or emerging from, other empirical observations and theories throughout 
their project. To ‘find’ these surprises, the researcher revisits and compares existing 




find in their data; in order to generate hypotheses that “test propositions 
from…scholarship” (Barman 2015: 18). 
 In developing the initial research design for this study, I primarily drew upon other 
qualitative studies related to transnational labor as a guiding framework (e.g., McKay 
2006; Muñoz 2008; Nadeem 2011; Radhakrishnan 2007; Salzinger 2003); as well as 
interdisciplinary scholarship on humanitarian aid and development. These literatures 
served as the basis of the theoretical expectations and concepts I used to generate my 
hypotheses in this project; and how I came to understand what constituted ‘surprises’ in 
my data. For example, I applied and compared explanations, and documented empirical 
instances related to transformations of the labor process in other transnational industries 
to the humanitarian aid sector. I constantly revisited and moved between my data and 
these theories, explored notions of alternative casing, and used strategies to “make the 
familiar strange” to develop, explain, and challenge what one might expect from these 
sociological explanations of labor dynamics within the humanitarian aid sector 
throughout the fieldwork, as well as in the post-fieldwork phase. The abductive approach 
therefore provides an important foundation to account for, and bridge, multiple strands of 
sociological and interdisciplinary scholarship related to transnational labor, humanitarian 
aid, and development.  
 I should further note that I embrace elements of grounded theory in this project as 
well. The abductive analysis method is considered an important revision of GT 
(Timmermans and Tavory 2012: 169), in which the latter posits that we should not 




study. Scholars have advocated using GT in order to contribute to the development of 
systematic analyses and theory construction that is empirically-driven and based on 
rigorous, in-depth understandings of the social world (Charmaz 2006: 5-6). However, 
grounded theory is often criticized for not actually leading to the development of theories 
in the ways that it claims (Emerson 1987; Snow, Morrill, and Anderson 2003). Yet, the 
data collection strategies central to the GT approach arguably provide important vehicles 
to build, and also elaborate, theoretical explanations of the social world whether or not 
one subscribes to a GT approach in their work. Field notes, open coding, and memo 
writing, as just a few examples, help to “render the familiar strange” for researchers in 
order to discover new and unexpected phenomena from their data (Shklovsky 1965 ctd. 
from Tavory and Timmermans 2009: 253): something central to the abductive method. 
GT further “encourages an in-depth familiarity and granular analysis of micro data to 
produce empirically backed-up…theoretical claims” (Tavory and Timmermans 2009: 
246); which provides an important baseline and framework for future research to build 
upon accordingly. I therefore drew upon these particular data collection strategies to 
determine the extent and ways in which labor dynamics within the transnational aid 
sector may diverge from our present explanations in scholarship; or manifest in patterns 
that are not predictable given our current models. It should also be noted that this project 
is in many ways informed by the spirit of GT, given that my previous research on refugee 
relief and policy in Jordan largely informed and motivated this study. In other words, 
these previous fieldwork experiences underpin the theoretical and methodological tenets 





Selection and Justification of Case: The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 
Jordan is an excellent case for examining dynamics of localization in the aid 
sector for several reasons. First, the kingdom is considered a significant global aid hub, 
especially since the designation of the Syrian refugee displacement as one of the world’s 
“mega-crises.”29 According to the Jordan Response Plan (JRP), the annual budget for the 
country’s response to the Syrian crisis specifically was 2.483, 2.525, 2.304 billion USD 
for 2018, 2019, 2020, respectively.30 Approximately 58 humanitarian INGOs are 
registered in the country as of December 2019 (Jordan INGO Forum Correspondence 
with Author, January 2020. See Appendix 1 for full list).31 In addition to the hundreds of 
aid projects implemented annually, the kingdom also hosts numerous global 
professionalization events, and is used as a site for pilot projects and best practices 
related to humanitarian aid.32 UNHCR’s original refugee assistance and information 
system (RAIS) was partially developed in Jordan, for example, and the organization’s 
revised global urban refugee policy was primarily based on data collected from urban 
centers in the Middle East in response to the Iraqi refugee crisis (See Crisp et al. 2009; 
also see Crisp 2017). 
 
29See Development Initiatives’ Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2016: 
<http://devinit.org/post/global-humanitarian-assistance-report-2016/>. 
30Full text of JRP 20180-2020 available here: https://jordankmportal.com/resources/jordan-response-plan-
2018-2020  
31 This number does not include the regional branches of INGO offices located in Jordan.  





Jordan hosts the second highest number of refugees per capita in the world (the 
first is Lebanon), and consistently ranks as one of the top ten recipient countries of global 
humanitarian aid over the past decade (UNHCR 2019).33 Jordan’s status in the Middle 
East is not unique: the region is considered the largest regional producer and host of 
protracted humanitarian conflicts worldwide. In addition to Syrians, displaced 
populations from Palestine, Iraq, Sudan, Yemen, and Somalia have resided in Jordan for 
years, or in many cases, decades.34 Aid operations in their current configuration, and with 
the exception of the United Nations Relief Works Agency (UNRWA),35 only recently 
started to significantly expand in the region over the past ten to fifteen years, most 
notably following the 2003 US invasion of Iraq. 
During the fieldwork period of this research, organizations were actively engaging 
in various interpretations of aid localization. In fact, aid stakeholders increasingly cite 
these latter complex emergencies and protracted conflicts (e.g., Syria, Iraq) as key 
reasons for engaging in more localization in the first place, making Jordan a key site to 
‘see’ how these policies manifest in practice. At the time of this research, organizations 
 
33 Also see: <https://www.unfpa.org/data/emergencies/jordan-humanitarian-emergency.>  
34 These represent just a few of the protracted refugee crises within the region. Sahrawis and other stateless 
populations like the Bidoon in some Gulf countries have also been displaced for decades. Note: 
Humanitarian conflicts that result in displaced populations are considered “protracted” if a conflict—and 
associated displacement—last a minimum of five years according to UN definitions (See United Nations 
General Assembly document A/AC.96/1080  “Conclusion on Protracted Refugee Situations Conclusion on 
Protracted Refugee Situations” No. LXI available here: <http://www.unhcr.org/4b332bca9.html>.) 
35 The United Nations Relief Works Agency (UNRWA) was established in December 1949 to provide 
relief for Palestinians expelled from their homes as a result of the creation of Israel. UNRWA remains 
active in the region, and continues to provide services to registered Palestinians (see Feldman 2018 for an 
overview). UNRWA’s main headquarters are based in Jordan’s capital, Amman. In the case of Palestinians 
currently residing in Jordan, many, but not all, hold Jordanian citizenship (See Akram 2018 for an 
overview). However, many still are considered (or consider themselves) as refugees and remain registered 
with UNRWA accordingly. It is important to note that the status of Palestinian Jordanians is a contentious 




were reducing staff sizes (both international and national staff). Sometimes in combination 
with the latter, organizations were also shifting from direct implementation roles to 
‘grantors’: namely sub-contracting local organizations to implement projects on their 
behalf. Other aid organizations were in the process of shifting and replacing positions 
usually occupied by international, expatriate hires to national staff. A similar pattern was 
evident in consulting recruitment, in which organizations were beginning to hire more 
locally based consultants in lieu of international ones. It should be noted that the national 
government of Jordan and tighter donor budgets are often and also cited by 
organizations’ leadership for encouraging these shifts as well.36 
I also and intentionally selected Jordan for this research in order to account for 
worksite variation (while controlling for other variables like the state and national legal 
context). Humanitarian aid operations in Jordan are conducted in rural and urban 
locations: ranging from regional and country offices in Amman, to field offices in smaller 
cities and villages like Irbid, Zarqa, and Mafraq. This includes operations in places that 
aid organizations categorize as host communities (neighborhoods within urban spaces, 
towns and villages), officially recognized refugee camps (like Zaatari, Azraq, and 
Mrajeeb Al Fhood in the case of Jordan), and informal settlements (unregistered ‘camps’ 
 
36 During the fieldwork phase of this project, many workers I interviewed described how their organizations 
were shifting their project strategies amidst actual and projected funding declines. US funding cuts to 
UNHCR and UNRWA under President Trump also led to a lot of layoffs among these local Jordanian aid 
workers during the fieldwork phase in late 2017-early 2018. In terms of the Jordanian government, The 
Jordan Response Plan, requires that any organization receiving foreign humanitarian assistance for the 
Syrian refugee crisis to allocate a designated portion of its budget or project (the latter in terms of 
percentage of beneficiaries) to host communities (i.e., Jordanians) in addition to the targeted Syrian 
population. Most humanitarian assistance funds and projects are also regulated by the government, and 
project proposals must be registered and approved through the government’s central portal (JORISS) before 





of sorts where aid recipients reside, usually in remote or border locations of the country). 
It is important to note that this worksite variation is rather unique in comparison to other 
countries both in the region that also have an active humanitarian aid work presence 
(such as Lebanon, Iraq, and Turkey) as well as those in other regions.37 This is because 
the government of Jordan allows for the official establishment of refugee camps 
(forbidden in Lebanon) and is increasingly the choice location of international aid 
organizations’ regional headquarter offices (in addition to national branch offices) given 
security concerns and economic crises in other neighboring countries. On a related, 
practical note, the rather close proximity and ease of travel (in comparison to Turkey or 
Iraq) between the capital, camps, and smaller cities in Jordan allowed me to collect 
thorough data and account for variations in work patterns at these different worksite 
locations in a way that might not have been possible in other humanitarian aid contexts 
both in and outside of the region.  
The case of Jordan is also ideal for this study in terms of the country’s human 
capital. Jordan touts some of the highest levels of higher education attainment (over one-
third of the population) and literacy rates (98 percent) among developing countries, and 
 
37 For example, we can compare dynamics in Zaatari to camps of similar sizes elsewhere (such as Kakuma 
Refugee camp in Kenya), or think about practices in Amman in relation to other major urban refugee cities 
(such as Cairo, Kuala Lumpur, or Kampala). At the same time, we can account for spaces in which 
protracted, long term humanitarian crises (such as Palestinians compared to Sudanese and Somalis in 
Kenya) overlap with new, recurring, or emerging crises (such as the Syrians in Amman in comparison to 
new waves of South Sudanese in Kampala). This flexibility also positions Jordan as perhaps a unique case 
that might not be replicable elsewhere (yet, as much could be said about Uganda and its unique refugee 
policy that provides extensive benefits—including work permits—to displaced individuals upon arrival in 
the country; or Kenya, due to the fact that it is home to the longest operating refugee camp in the world). 
However, using the same state context of Jordan allows this project to control for this element of variation 




most of its population (62 percent) is considered working age (e.g., 15-64).38 However, 
unemployment in Jordan is quite high: hovering around 14 to 15 percent annually (30 
percent unofficially).39 Among university graduates, this rate is even higher (23 percent 
according to the Government of Jordan’s statistics), particularly among women graduates 
(68 percent).40 With the cost of living index in Jordan considered comparable to (and 
even exceeding) several countries in Europe,41 and the country’s capital Amman 
notoriously ranked by the Economist as the most expensive city in the Arab World (and 
28th worldwide),42 finding work for many is critical in order to make ends meet. This is 
heightened by the fact that the average monthly income in Jordan is quite low when 
compared to these costs: a mere 637 USD per month, or 7644 USD per year (Azzeh 
2017).43 Aid organizations therefore represent critical employers in this context, and the 
sector’s localization shifts have further heightened their role in this regard. As a result, 
Jordan as a site for this research is useful in order to examine localization in practice, and 




38 Data retrieved from World Bank/ILO data: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.TER.ENRR 
39 Statistics retrieved from World Bank/ILO data. Note: Some estimates suggest that unemployment might 













Brief discussion on generalizability of case 
The case of Jordan’s humanitarian aid sector may be perceived as limited in its 
generalizability because it was established as a response to man-made disasters (e.g., war, 
civil conflict), rather than natural ones (e.g., hurricanes). However, humanitarian aid 
responses to both types of disasters often exhibit similar dynamics: initial periods of high 
funding from donors (but trickling off over time), human displacement and infrastructure 
deterioration (whether due to war and conflict or natural occurrences), and increasing 
securitization of relief operations (in which expatriate aid workers become increasingly 
“spatialized” from the disaster or crisis context due to political threats like terrorism or 
health ones like disease. See Smirl 2015 for a discussion on the latter). 
Moreover, studying responses to protracted human displacement crises, like those 
found in Jordan, are indicative of how humanitarian aid organizations are increasingly 
fusing “development” with “relief” operations in policy and practice. This is important 
because scholarship, and even practitioners, often consider these as separate categories 
(i.e., development aid related to building infrastructure in a country versus humanitarian 
relief packages for immediate consumption). Yet, in the case of Jordan and elsewhere, 
these distinctions are often not so clear in practice. This is especially true for long-term, 
unresolved humanitarian crisis situations that often receive a combination of ODA and 
humanitarian assistance funds from public and private donors as interventions shift from 
‘relief’ and ‘emergency’ responses to long-term development approaches (Development 
Initiatives 2019). This is also critical to note for the present study given “relabeling of 




otherwise, impacts workers’ contracts, scope of responsibilities, and daily tasks (Roth 
2015: 26). It is also important to note that over half of humanitarian relief funding 
globally is directed towards “refugee hosting and conflict” related issues, with Jordan 
ranked in the top ten aid recipients (Development Initiatives 2016). 
Jordan’s labor market situation (high unemployment), its human capital, as well 
as its designation as a Middle Income country (MIC), may further be perceived as a 
limitation to this case’s generalizability. However, most crisis contexts also have similar 
trends. Out of the ten countries with the largest displaced populations in 2018, four are 
MICs (Sudan, Colombia, Turkey, and Jordan) (Development Initiatives 2019). Like 
Jordan, Turkey and Colombia have high unemployment rates, large working age 
populations, and high literacy rates.44 It is further important to note that these MICs, like 
Jordan, are at the epicenter of long, unresolved complex emergencies that are cited as 
major reasons to localize aid operations in the first place. Plus, the proportion of 
humanitarian assistance increased from two to 22 percent to MICs between 2008 and 
2017, largely because of the Syrian crisis (i.e., more money going to Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey) (Development Initiatives 2019). Studying aid operations in MICs is therefore 
critical, especially since scholarship on aid and development overwhelmingly focuses on 
the role of aid organizations in Low Income Country (LIC) contexts as designated by the 
World Bank.45 
 
44 Turkey and Colombia’s unemployment rates are 13.5 and 9.7 percent, respectively. Working age 
populations (15-64 years old) are 67 and 68 percent, respectively. Literacy rates in Turkey are 96 percent, 
and in Colombia, it is 95 percent. 




The role of the Middle East in the global humanitarian system is becoming more 
prominent as well. As previously stated, it is the largest regional producer and host of 
displaced populations from protracted crises globally.46 The Syria case represents one of 
the world’s five “mega-crises,”47 and alone receives the most humanitarian relief funding 
compared to any other single crisis (Development Initiatives 2019). Plus, six out of the 
ten top country recipients of humanitarian aid in 2017 were located the Middle East 
(Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Turkey, Palestine and Lebanon) (Development Initiatives 2019).48 
MENA actors play critical roles on the funding side as well: The Gulf states have 
consistently ranked as top donors for humanitarian and development assistance since the 
1970s (Barakat and Zyck 2010, Momani and Ennis 2012, Tok et al. 2014).49 In 2018, the 
top three donors who spent the most on international humanitarian assistance as a portion 
of their gross national income (GNI) are all Gulf countries, too: UAE, Kuwait, and Saudi 
Arabia (Development Initiatives 2019). It was also reported that four of the top five 
private donors50 of overall humanitarian assistance to the UN from 2009-2013 were based 
 
46 According to the UNHCR’s 2018 report, there are 15 million people of concern to UNHCR in the Middle 
East and North Africa region, including approximately 2.7 million refugees and 10.3 million IDPs. See: 
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/fundraising/5e4ffaec7/unhcr-global-report-2018-middle-east-
north-africa-mena-regional-summary.html 
47 MENA countries received $2.88 billion in humanitarian aid in 2016 for the regional Syrian refugee crisis 
alone (though it should be noted that this was only 63 percent of what donors originally pledged). Funding 
figures for 2016 accessible here: <http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/download.php?id=13223>. Note that 
these figures do not include funding outside of UN appeal processes. For a discussion of the latter, see: 
<http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/GHA-report-2016-full-
report.pdf>. 
48 It should be noted that Jordan has been in the top ten in previous years. See Development Initiatives’ 
2016 Global Humanitarian Assistance Report: <http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/GHA-report-2016-full-report.pdf>. 
49 Arab Gulf countries provided approximately 13.5 percent of total aid globally from 1974-1994 
(Neumayer 2010: 135; also see Isaac 2014; Tok et al. 2014: 592). 
50 According to UN OCHA FTS as reported in Stirk (2014), the top five private humanitarian donors 





in the Gulf. The region further boasts the largest facility for humanitarian relief supplies 
globally (International Humanitarian City in Dubai).51 While these developments may be 
recent, they allude to MENA actors’ key roles within humanitarian relief not just in the 
regional neighborhood, but also at the global scale. 
 
Data Collection Strategy 
 The findings in this project are primarily from data collected through semi-
structured interviews and ethnographic observations in Jordan between August 2017 and 
March 2018. During the fieldwork period, I also collected job advertisements from 
employment websites that many humanitarian aid organizations in Jordan use to recruit 
local workers (namely, Akthaboot and Bayt). A number of documents from organizations 
(e.g., annual reports, flyers for projects or special events) were also collected during the 
fieldwork period. Exploratory interviews and ethnographic observations of aid operations 
in August 2016, as well as my previous employment and research in the Kingdom 
between 2011 and 2014, further informed the design and findings of this project. I 
describe these data collection strategies below.  
 
Interviews 
I conducted 95 Semi-structured interviews with workers employed by 
humanitarian aid organizations in Jordan between August 2017 and March 2018. Given 
 
(44,697,236 USD), (3) Khalifa Bin Zyed Al Nahyan Foundation (39,727,327 USD), (4) International 
Islamic Relief Organization (25,241,190 USD), and (5) Oman Charitable Organization (23,900,000 USD) 
(9).  




that a significant part of this study is designed to focus on the effects of localization on 
local labor, I prioritized interviews with local employees for this research. I interviewed 
75 local workers, and 20 ‘non-local’ workers. I define local workers as anyone who was 
formally employed (i.e., they signed a contract and are receiving payment for their work), 
interning (paid and unpaid), or volunteering for an international aid organization based on 
their Jordanian citizenship or residency. This includes refugees who hold residency 
permits (some Iraqis) or Jordanian citizenship (Palestinians). Those working for an aid 
organization and receiving compensation based on a different citizenship status are 
considered non-local workers; in most cases, international, expatriate staff. I include 
workers in my sample that have been employed by aid organizations in any capacity 
within a six-month period prior to this timeframe as well. The following chart provides 
additional demographic information about my interview sample: 
 
Table 1. Interview Demographic Information. 
Staff Category Gender Type of 
current or last 
aid job 
No. of Aid 
Employers  









More than 2: 36 
 
As this table highlights, workers who identify as women are slightly more 




Jordanian context (where women’s labor force participation rate is around 14 percent52). 
Workers were within the age range of 20 to 45 years (reflective of Jordan’s broader 
employment trends). Almost all of the workers I spoke with had some form of higher 
education or training degree regardless of the type of their current or last job (i.e., both 
field and desk workers). The latter is not entirely surprising given that the country has a 
relatively extensive university system where an average of 30 percent of men and 40 
percent of women between the ages of 19 and 23 are currently enrolled in colleges and 
universities.53  
Local workers in Jordan occupy many different types of positions at the field and 
mid-management levels: ranging from drivers, field officers, and logistic coordinators to 
case managers, finance administrators, monitoring and evaluation (M&E) specialists, 
program coordinators, and consultants. Many workers who are employed in frontline 
positions in host communities or refugee camps, work that requires almost daily 
interactions with beneficiaries, often referred to their jobs as ‘field positions’ versus 
‘office positions.’ However, ‘field positions’ may also include some ‘office’ work (i.e., 
field office jobs where workers are based in the host community and expected to perform 
a combination of ‘field’ and ‘desk’ related work).54 ‘Office positions’ are often and also 
called ‘desk jobs’ (e.g., jobs in aid organizations’ main national headquarter offices, or 
what are referred to as the country offices, in Amman). Desk jobs often require only 
 
52 See statistics from ILO and World Bank: <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.ZS>. 
53 See statistics provided by University of Jordan’s 2017 President Azmi Mahafzah in “Higher education in 
Jordan: history, present status.” Available at: https://qswownews.com/higher-education-in-jordan/ 
54 If the worker held a field office position, or classified the percentage of their duties as 50% or more in the 




periodic visits, if any, ‘to the field.’ It is important to note that at the time of my research, 
many local ‘desk’ workers held previous field positions before their office roles. It is also 
important to note that many individuals listed as having one employer in the past three 
years may have still changed positions or roles during this period (e.g., Nutrition Officer 
shifting to Field Coordinator). 
Because many local aid workers rotate between jobs and employers rather 
frequently, I started with the worker rather than the organization as my point of departure 
in terms of recruitment. This is because many workers move between jobs that may 
include direct employment experience with international NGOs like CARE and Oxfam, 
but also work with ‘local’ or national organizations like Queen Noor Foundation who are 
contracted by UN agencies or other INGOs. They may also work with UN agencies like 
UNHCR and UNICEF directly during their careers in the sector. In fact, almost all of the 
interviewees I spoke with have worked with at least two (in many cases three or four) 
organizations since their initial employment in the sector; with most workers’ aid careers 
starting either during the Iraqi crisis (circa 2007) or with the influx of refugees from the 
Syrian war (circa 2012). I therefore adopt a wide definition of what constitutes ‘aid 
employment’ among local workers with international organizations for this project. 
Specifically, I define humanitarian aid organization as follows: any organization that is 
officially registered with the Jordanian government as an international organization (i.e., 
a foreign entity) and considers humanitarian relief or related development objectives in 
their mission statements or current projects. Several nuances do exist between 




(INGOs) like CARE and Oxfam (see Watkins et al. 2012: 290 for a discussion).55 
However, and by starting with the local worker, I was able to trace the ways in which 
these categories of international organizations mattered to localization in practice and the 
daily routines of local workers in response. 
Based on my previous research and work in the Kingdom between 2011 and 
2014, and preliminary fieldwork for this specific project in August 2016, I was able to 
use a combination of key informants, snowball sampling and cold-call outreach to 
connect with workers for this study. While snowball sampling may often be criticized as 
a recruitment strategy due to the fact that it may exhibit network effects and confound the 
data garnered accordingly, I used snowballing given that it has often been advocated for 
in instances dealing with “hard-to-reach” populations; a key way for researchers to 
collect data from groups that would otherwise remain outside the scope of studies 
(Atkinson and Flint 2001, Browne 2005). This is particularly important for the present 
project in terms of reaching local aid workers who are based outside the capital of 
Amman, speak limited English, and work long hours. I also adopted this approach 
because, and as many workers shared, they were ‘saturated’ with interviews from 
expatriate foreign researchers like myself (particularly during the period immediately 
 
55 Other studies of humanitarian organizations, for example, have used the following distinctions for NGOs 
that I also initially considered for this study as well: International NGOs (those based in an OECD DAC 
member country and carrying out operations in one or more developing countries), Southern international 
NGOs (those not based in OECD DAC member countries and carrying out operations in one or more 
developing countries), Affiliated national NGOs (nationally-operating NGOs that are affiliated to an 
international NGO), National NGOs (those operating in the developing country where they are 
headquartered, working in multiple subnational regions, and not affiliated to an international NGO), and 
Local NGOs (those operating in a specific, geographically defined, subnational area, without affiliation to 
either a national or international NGO; this grouping can also include community-based organizations) 




before the fieldwork phase of this research during the emergency stage of the Syrian 
refugee crisis), and therefore hesitant to agree to more interviews in their free time.  
I interviewed workers both during work and off-work hours in private and public 
settings (offices, cafes, homes) throughout the country (i.e., in the capital, but also in 
villages in the north and south). All but one interview was conducted in person (one via 
Skype). Interviewees always chose the place and location of our meeting. Interviews 
lasted approximately one hour, though some were longer or shorter depending on the 
worker’s availability (which alone often provided telling data related to their work tasks). 
Some interviews also included longer interactions with workers’ families, friends, or 
colleagues depending on the time and place of the meeting. Each participant provided 
either verbal or written consent prior to the interview. To thank them for their time, I 
would treat them to coffee or lunch (if we met outside of the home), or provide sweets or 
another similar token of thanks (for interviews in the home).  
Almost all of the interviews were recorded, and then transcribed by me. For 
interviews that were not recorded, I took extensive notes during the interview and typed 
up the responses immediately following the meeting. Some workers were hesitant to be 
recorded for multiple reasons, including: fear of losing their job; fear of formal (i.e., 
legal) and informal repercussions for being critical of the Jordanian government or aid 
organizations on record; or because of their legal status. The latter was particularly 
prevalent among Syrians I interviewed for this project. I conducted interviews in both 
Arabic and English (usually switching back and forth during interviews). I relied on 




Interviewees chose which language our interview would be held in, or in which language 
they wished to respond to individual questions more specifically. I found through my 
research that many workers would default to English when talking about work matters, 
but switched into Arabic when they expressed opinions, criticisms, or personal feelings 
about a given topic. It is important to note that most aid employers in Jordan, but not all, 
require their local employees to have at least a working proficiency of English as an 
employment prerequisite. Through my interviewees, I learned that almost all aid 
organization meetings are conducted in English, even if or when the majority of workers 
in the meeting speak Arabic as their first language. Interviewees’ identities have been 
anonymized, and appear as coded three-letter acronyms in this project (i.e., HUB 2017; 
ABC 2018).  
Interviews were semi-structured. I asked interviewees questions about their daily 
work routines, how and why they started working in the aid sector, their favorite and least 
favorite things about their jobs, as well as their friends’ and families’ perception of their 
work. We also discussed their relationships and interactions at work, their perceptions of 
their employer and humanitarian aid more generally, and factors informing their 
decisions to stay, terminate or shift their work positions when that was applicable. I also 
asked them about their leisure time, informal work roles, and future plans, although these 
discussions often emerged organically from the other questions without too much 
prompting. 
In my interviews with non-local, expatriate staff, I followed a similar interview 




and experiences working in Jordan. Since many expatriate workers also occupy 
leadership or management roles, I also included questions when applicable related to 
decision-making processes for implementing aid projects (including who was included in 
these discussions) and the organization’s recruitment and hiring procedures (with 
particular attention to local hires). Discussions about their relationships with local 
workers also and often emerged from our conversations related to the other questions. 
Moreover, and because such expatriate workers are often the main communicators 
between Jordan and the aid employer’s headquarters abroad, their experiences with and 
perceptions of localization in the aid sector, and in terms of local workers more 
specifically, hold important implications for understanding manifestations of these 
processes and categories beyond the Jordan context as well. The interview schedule I 
used during my fieldwork is included as Appendix 2. 
 
Ethnographic Observations 
During my fieldwork, I also took extensive ethnographic notes related to the role 
and effects of aid operations throughout the Kingdom to complement and triangulate the 
data from my interviews. When collecting data, I first started with descriptive 
observations and then progressed to more focused and selective observations. This is in 
line with Spradley's ethnographic approach in which “goal of ethnography is discover the 
cultural patterns people are using to organize their behavior, to make and use objects, to 




First, I conducted ‘planned’ or scheduled observations at the following sites and 
events: 
•Intersectoral working group meetings: UNHCR Jordan hosts monthly meetings 
among organizations to coordinate aid allocations, share information and best 
practices, and discuss future funding proposals and projects. These meetings are 
categorized according to the type of aid or project, and map onto the UN 
designated sectors associated with aid relief (e.g., Basic Needs, Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene (WASH), Health, Livelihoods).56 Approximately 40 aid employees 
attend each monthly meeting, and often represent 20+ different humanitarian aid 
organizations. Both local and non-local workers attend. Meetings last 
approximately one hour, and are chaired by two representatives who are elected 
on an annual basis. Meetings are not recorded, but there is a shared listserv that 
circulates meeting minutes to individuals or organizations that are unable to 
attend in person. I attended the Basic Needs Working group, the largest of the 
working groups, on a monthly basis during my fieldwork phase. I also attended 
the Sector Gender Focal Points Network meeting group on a monthly basis. I 
intermittently attended the Livelihoods group. I was able to use these meetings to 
reach a larger sample of interviewees as well. I also and often came early to these 
meetings in order to observe the daily work routines and interactions occurring 
 
56 For the most part, these sectors align with the UN Interagency Standing Committee’s categories that are 






within UNHCR’s main offices (e.g., front desk interactions with visitors, waiting 
room interactions, conversations in the corridors among working group 
participants). 
•Outreach sessions and trainings for beneficiaries: I conducted observations of 
several outreach and training activities for beneficiaries (aid recipients). These 
sessions and trainings focused on the topic of work, for example how to acquire a 
job legally in Jordan as a refugee, or even more generally, what forms of work are 
legally available for refugees in the first place. Some sessions I attended related to 
enrolling and accessing occupational training and apprenticeship programs 
developed by aid organizations (e.g., electrician training programs). My 
observations of these work-related sessions was in part intentional, given that 
many aid organizations were shifting their resources and projects to focus on 
‘Livelihoods’ (skill and job development) at the time of this research. This shift 
reflects changing donor priorities given the protracted status of the Syrian conflict 
in Jordan (shifting away from ‘relief’), which accounts for most of the 
humanitarian aid activities in Jordan, and also maps onto localization agendas that 
advocate for aid to be more sustainable and effective in the communities it targets. 
I also wanted to see and account for the ways in which international aid 
organizations’ livelihoods projects affect, shape, or relate to broader labor market 
dynamics in Jordan; as well as how they impact local labor (including the ways in 
which aid organizations’ draw upon Syrian refugee aid recipients as ‘volunteers’ 




•Field office and camp visits in north, south and central Jordan: I pre-arranged 
several trips to field offices and a trip to Zaatari Refugee camp in order to 
interview workers in locations outside of the capital Amman. With travel, these 
trips were often full day endeavors, in which I would interview workers, spend 
time in different departments of the field offices, and observe outreach or activity 
sessions for beneficiaries. The Zaatari refugee camp visit followed a similar 
pattern, but required more preliminary clearances and screening from the 
government before I could enter the camp. Given the rising restrictions for 
individuals who were not employees to enter Zaatari at the time of this research, I 
received clearance for one day of interviews in Zaatari. I therefore prioritized 
interviews in Zaatari with refugees living in the camp who receive stipends from 
aid organizations to ‘work’ in the camp. I conducted most of my interviews with 
local workers who work in Zaatari outside of the camp during their off-work 
hours. The latter was not an issue since many workers in Zaatari commute to the 
camp from other major cities in Jordan (e.g., Amman, Irbid, Zarqa). In addition to 
my interview data, I kept extensive observation notes of the trips from the 
moment I left my home until my return.  
•Jordan Response Plan Annual Conference: Every year, the Government of 
Jordan hosts a three-day conference at the Dead Sea to draft a strategy for 
responding to the Syrian refugee crisis (and more specifically, how to transition 
from short-term relief to long-term development responses). Since 2015, these 




international humanitarian aid organizations, national NGOs, UN bodies, donors, 
and even some national and international private sector representatives. 
Humanitarian aid organizations and UN agencies are represented by both local 
and non-local employees. I attended the September 2017 meeting as a way to get 
a sense of the different organizations and groups involved in humanitarian aid 
operations in Jordan and to observe and learn more about the relationships 
between aid actors and the Jordanian government. This meeting was also useful to 
gauge the status and perceptions of localization strategies, including future plans 
in this regard. I also was able to use this meeting as a way to connect with 
interviewees for my research. 
 
For the most part, the data I collected from these observations were descriptive. 
However, and over time, I started to tailor and focus on particular themes in my 
observations that were emerging from my interviews as a way to triangulate the 
developing threads and findings in my data. In the case of the working group meetings 
for example, I focused on interactions and points of disagreement between ‘expat’ versus 
‘local’ staff in meetings, themes related to workers’ perception of ‘vulnerability’ and 
‘deserving’ in terms of beneficiaries, discussions on allocating project funding and 
beneficiaries between organizations, measuring project outcomes, and what areas or 
topics on the agenda workers felt were important to prioritize if or when time ran out to 




I also treated my pre and post-interview planning as sites of ethnographic 
observations as well. Specifically, I noted the ways in which I scheduled interviews with 
workers (via email, phone, What’s App, in English or Arabic), how the interviewee 
traveled to and from the interview (private car, public transportation, walking), the 
location of the interview (in the capital, outside of the capital; at work, home, public 
space, cafe), the proximity of the interview location to their home and workplace, the 
time and day of the interview (and any justification they provided in this regard. For 
example, meeting on an ‘off-work’ day because they are too busy to meet during the 
week), and other clientele or people present at the interview site (for example, if the 
interview was at a cafe, accounting for the demographics of the other patrons present).  
For interviews I conducted with employees at their workplace, I also and often 
had the chance to observe interactions among staff and account for the organization of the 
space in the office or work location (at least in part) while waiting for meetings, as well 
as during the interview itself (e.g., employees’ work spaces, conversations held with 
other workers during our interview, unexpected ‘interruptions’ via phone or from 
colleagues in person). I also attended several workplace celebrations (e.g., birthdays, 
going-away parties, marriage or engagement-related celebrations) in office spaces as part 
of my interviews. 
While the timing and location of interviews acts as an ethnography itself 
(highlighting their perception of the interview as a “work” or “off-work” hours activity, 
locations workers consider “convenient” or comfortable for talking about their job), 




important and often critical insights related to daily routines and practices that the 
interview transcripts by themselves did not always capture. 
Lastly, I attended a number of informal gatherings with friends and colleagues 
that often included individuals who were either presently or formally employed in the aid 
sector as either local or expat workers. These gatherings were helpful and informative in 
understanding workers’ perceptions of their work, their relationships with expat versus 
local workers, as well as their opinions on aid work in Jordan more broadly. Friends and 
colleagues were always aware and informed about the scope of my research during these 
encounters.  
 
Job Advertisements and Other Documents 
I collected and coded job advertisements for positions targeting locals. I collected 
job descriptions that either explicitly advertised “Nationals only” or indicated Jordanian 
citizenship and/or residency in their descriptions. I collected these job advertisements in 
order to more fully understand how employers view localization and workers in Jordan. 
Specifically, I wanted to see what kind of jobs were designated for “Jordanians only” or 
as “Nationals only” versus others. I also wanted to account for how these jobs may have 
changed over the course of this project. Lastly, I wanted to learn more about the 
expectations and requirements employers associated with these positions. 
Throughout this project, I also collected a number of documents directly produced 
by aid organizations in Jordan (e.g., annual reports, flyers for special events or initiatives, 




operations in the Middle East more generally. I collected these documents in order to 
account for new developments happening in the field during the timing of this project, 
and also to discover phenomena relevant to this project that I may have overlooked when 
designing the study initially. For example, the widespread Cash-for-Work program 
targeting Syrian refugees was one development I learned about through these documents. 
 
Data Analysis Strategy 
For this research, I drew upon multiple coding strategies in order to account for 
the scope and effects of localization in the aid sector in Jordan, and its effects on local 
labor more specifically. The initial codes I used to analyze my data were informed by 
themes prevalent in sociological scholarship on transnational labor, as well as 
interdisciplinary literature on humanitarianism. For example, initial data codes accounted 
for worksite location, work hours and schedules, relationships between managers and 
workers, social and cultural assumptions about gender and ethnicity, and concepts of ‘the 
ideal worker.’ 
However, I also drew upon my own observations during my fieldwork and from 
previous research in Jordan in the spirit of GT to account for new themes and patterns 
beyond the scope of present literature that emerged from the data. As Miles and 
Huberman suggest, “codes will change and develop as field experience continues. 
Researchers with start lists know that codes will change; there is more going on out there 
than our initial expectations have dreamed of..." (1984: 60). I specifically used line-by-




strategies throughout my data collection. These strategies were intentional in order to 
discover new, emerging patterns or categories from the data. This information guided 
how I approached including new, revised or omitted codes and categories into my coding. 
These strategies allowed me to further “capture what [was] intensely puzzling or 
surprising” about the culmination of my data on aid labor (Miles and Huberman 1984: 
69-71); and to then “identify contrasts, sort them out, group some together as dimensions 
of contrast” between aid localization and labor organization and practices in other 
transnational sectors (Spradley 1980: 133). 
I used computer software (NVivo) to store, code, and analyze a portion of the 
data. I also used by-hand coding for this research. For the job advertisement data 
collected for this project, I coded a random sample of the advertisements (n=35) in 
NVivo exclusively for themes related to expected duties and roles, previous experience, 
work location, hours and benefits, and other threads that emerged during the coding 
process; emotional labor as one example. 
 
Justification for Research Design 
 Literature has yet to fully account for the labor dynamics within the humanitarian 
aid sector, and scholarship on aid localization more specifically is extremely limited. 
However, scholarship provides critical insights into instances of transnational labor in 
other sectors. I therefore modeled my initial research design based on these studies in 
order to provide a platform of comparison between the case of aid and these other 




design also needed to provide space to be exploratory in order to account for the scope of 
aid localization, and how work practices and labor processes in the aid sector may differ 
from these previous studies.  
 I therefore and intentionally used semi-structured interviews and ethnographic 
observations as the primary data collection tools for this research. Semi-structured 
interviews allowed me to identify points of comparison and contrast between local aid 
workers. Specifically, I recruited participants engaged in different types of jobs and with 
different employers in the aid sector in order to understand overarching themes related to 
the local aid worker experience, but also variations among local workers depending upon 
their job, their employer, where they lived in Jordan, their family background, 
socioeconomic class, gender, and nationality. Individual interviews therefore allowed me 
to probe individual perceptions and experiences related to aid work within a more private 
space. This offered fruitful data for comparison with public discussions around aid 
localization and local labor. As Rubin and Rubin suggest, interviews are a critical tool to 
clarify concepts and “explore meaning of shared terms within a group” (2004: 5-6). 
Interviews also proved useful to identify similarities, but also differences between local 
labor experiences in the aid sector versus other transnational industries. 
 Ethnographic observations were useful to keep my research design exploratory, and 
open to the possibility of new themes emerging throughout the data collection period. In 
other words, I intentionally incorporated observations into the design in order to uncover 
patterns that are not constrained by preconceived categories and concepts of what should 




triangulate the themes and findings emerging from my interviews; and to see the ways in 
which discussions about aid localization and local workers manifested in more public 
spaces versus the one-on-one interview setting. Ethnographic observations further 
provided channels for me to develop relationships with other groups of aid workers in 
order to recruit a broader sample of participants. 
 Adopting both pre-set codes and line-by-line coding techniques to analyze the data 
was in order to position this project in dialogue with other scholarship on the 
incorporation of local labor in other transnational sectors, while also providing the space 
to account for contrasts between humanitarian aid localization and these other sectors. 
Moreover, and because scholarship is limited on humanitarian aid work, line-by-line 
coding provided a way to ensure this research was exploratory and broad enough to 
account for a wide scope of factors shaping these labor dynamics in practice.  
 I also and intentionally used the designation of ‘local’ to describe workers in this 
study. I found that in my fieldwork, workers often described themselves as ‘locals’ and 
‘local aid workers,’ more so than ‘national staff’ and ‘national aid workers’ (often 
considered the formal and more appropriate title to refer to local hires). I found through 
my interviews that this was often because ‘national staff’ was also a status that held 
particular meanings in some organizations versus others: for example, signifying a more 
stable, renewable contract position for local Jordanian workers. Plus, not all workers I 






Position of the Researcher 
 I purposely positioned myself as an external researcher for this project (rather than 
a researcher-aid worker) because I wanted workers to be able to speak as freely as 
possible with me about their workplace relationships, challenges, and experiences 
without worrying how our conversation might affect their positions and reputations in 
their organizations and in the sector more broadly (which was a major concern that arose 
in interviews). My status as (another) expatriate, white researcher in the Kingdom also 
informed my decision to position myself as an external researcher rather than a 
researcher-worker. At the time of this project, Jordan was saturated with researchers 
studying the Syrian crisis. In fact, when I would share with workers that I was coming 
from Boston, they would often start listing off in detail organizations I might possibly be 
affiliated with (“Oh, are you with the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, the MIT Poverty 
Lab, or Tufts?”). However, most workers expressed surprise when I explained that I 
wanted to interview them about their own work experiences; most sharing that they never 
have been asked such questions before. Rather, they often anticipated that I would want 
information about their programs, the Syrian refugee response, and their aid beneficiaries 
more generally. The frequency of these type of exchanges in the field heightened what I 
anticipated as the relevance of this research: the need to account for the labor dynamics 
within aid—the role and experiences of local labor—that make aid ‘work,’ particularly 
during this period of localization.  
 I should further note that my personal and previous research connections to the 




that perhaps would have not been possible otherwise. I previously lived, worked, and 
conducted research on urban refugee policy in Jordan between 2011 and 2014. I was able 
to draw upon my contacts with aid workers from this period to conduct this present 
project. Because these contacts often served as my point of connection with workers, I 
found that interviewees were often and more willing to disclose personal details during 
our meetings. They would specifically note their willingness to share information because 
“Well, you know X, so it is okay that I share this….” In other cases, because of my 
familiarity with the Jordanian context and culture, workers would also disclose 
information citing my familiarity (“You know what it is like here….”). I found that 
workers often would switch between English and Arabic as well, sharing more intimate 
information in Arabic with me, whereas details about their job and work were often 
shared in English. I was therefore able to build a certain level of trust with participants 
that might not have been possible had I not had previous knowledge and experience in 
Jordan, or if I chose to approach this study as a researcher-worker.  
 
Overview of Findings 
 In this project, I analyze the relationship between the organization of work in the 
transnational humanitarian aid system and its effects on employees in the sector. I focus 
on how localization agendas are articulated in practice and how they affect the role, 
relations, and labor of local hires. I specifically explore the experiences of local 
employees because localization is a strategy to increase the role of local actors in aid 




fully grapple with humanitarian aid organizations as employers. Scholarship on the labor 
process in other sectors highlights how work practices represent critical points in which 
global inequalities and hierarchies are both challenged and produced. In this dissertation, 
I therefore extend this labor lens to the humanitarian aid sector in order to account for the 
effects of localization accordingly.  
 Each empirical chapter of this dissertation engages with overall themes of labor 
process theory as well as those that figure prominently in scholarship on aid and 
development. Each chapter, however, also presents independent theoretical frameworks 
or approaches to bridge and elaborate the connections between and within these sets of 
literatures, using the empirical phenomena discovered in this project as data and evidence 
to support the claims presented. I describe my findings from each respective chapter 
below. 
 
Chapter Two: Bringing Work Back in through Bourdieu’s Capital Concepts 
 Chapter two explores the work practices that produce aid organizations’ successful 
aid projects. Specifically, this chapter looks at local workers’ contributions in this 
process. This focus is intentional in order to address one of the guiding research questions 
of this project: what the roles of local workers are in aid operations, and how they have 
changed, if at all during this period of localization. 
 Inspired by scholarship that calls for ‘bring[ing] work back in’ to studies of 
organizations, this chapter highlights how local workers are a key part of the intra-




the manners that they do. They act as ‘vulnerability finders’ to reach communities in 
need; and as ‘narrative negotiators’ to ensure projects’ designs and evaluations are based 
on local expertise. Local workers are usually constructed in discourse and scholarship as 
implementers of their employers’ agendas and projects, but this chapter shows how their 
roles extend beyond these framings in practice. In doing so, this chapter highlights that 
employers rely on workers’ local knowledge and networks to produce their successful 
projects. 
 However, this chapter also shows that workers often tailor the ways in which they 
mobilize their local knowledge and networks for their employers because of their contract 
conditions and positions within their workplaces as national employees. In order to 
navigate their precarious work conditions, workers calculate how they use their local 
knowledge and networks in order to meet monthly quotas and project outcomes their 
employers desire. This finding is important because it highlights how workers’ labor 
conditions and distinction as national employees within the aid labor hierarchy are 
important dimensions that structure the production of projects.  
 In order to make sense of this finding, I draw upon Bourdieu’s concept of capital 
(1986; also see Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Scholars have often framed capital, or 
power, as belonging to the individual, a tool they leverage that is demonstrative of their 
agency. In our present case, workers’ familiarity and experience within the local context is 
a form of capital, what I refer to as ‘local capital,’ because it is something that they 
possess (their local knowledge and networks); and something that is recognized, and 




 However, important scholarship also shows how capital can also be extracted from 
the individual, given that it is generated and produced from the social, and one’s position 
within social hierarchies, in the first place (See Mears 2015 for a discussion of this). I 
therefore use this concept of capital to trace the ways in which localization also becomes 
a way for aid organizations to reformulate and extract ‘local capital’ from aid workers 
under localization.  
 These findings allow us to more fully understand the labor process in which aid 
projects are produced; how local workers’ labor is central to this process. More 
specifically, this chapter shows how employers rely upon local workers’ precarity to 
produce successful aid projects because it shapes how and why they can and do use their 
local capital in particular ways on the job accordingly. The latter reveals how the sector’s 
prevalent audit culture, and the drive to produce successful aid projects, conditions the 
value, and subsequent construction of ‘the local’ within aid operations, which shapes how 
workers must labor in particular ways accordingly. In doing so, this chapter helps to 
refine our understandings of how aid localization may try to challenge, but is also 
premised upon, framings of the local as particular. The framework this chapter offers can 
therefore provide a new point of departure to approach structure-agency debates related 
to aid operations (and the concept of local knowledge more particularly); fusing 
organization and broker-focused strands of literature together to develop a more 





Chapter Three: Explaining Employers’ Ambivalent Expectations through Postcolonial 
Scholarship 
 Chapter three builds off of chapter two and brings attention to the social and 
cultural assumptions that also shape the production of labor behind organizations’ 
successful projects. This chapter specifically looks at employers’ expectations of their 
local employees during this period of localization in order to more closely address 
another guiding research question in this project, “What do aid employers expect from 
local aid workers and why?” 
 This chapter highlights that in addition to workers’ formal labor conditions as 
national employees detailed in chapter two, employers hold particular cultural and social 
assumptions and expectations of their local employees in Jordan that also structure the 
organization of work within aid operations. Scholarship on other transnational industries 
similarly captures that employers hold particular social and cultural assumptions of local 
workers based on the worksite location that in turn shapes their expectations and the 
overall labor process. This chapter shows the similarities between the aid sector and these 
other industries in this regard, but adds an important nuance to the comparison.  
 Specifically, I find that employers’ expectations of their local Jordanian employees 
are often not as clear-cut as previous scholarship predicts, which makes it difficult for 
workers to know how to satisfy their employers and perform the ideal local worker 
accordingly. I identify how this ambiguity is generative, and actually creates material 
results for employers in the form of extra labor devoted to aid organizations' projects. 




of them as local Jordanians, engage in extra forms of work that benefit their organizations 
to prove that they are an ideal local, but not too local worker. 
 To make sense of this ambiguity and its effects, I therefore draw upon postcolonial 
scholarship from Homi Bhabha’s (1994) Location of Culture. Bhabha’s work is important 
because he highlights the ways in which stereotypes—in our case social and cultural 
assumptions of Jordanian workers—are deployed in ambivalent ways in practice. One’s 
status or identity is often derided and valorized all at the same time ([1994]2012: 123). 
This is because, as he argues, ambiguity is a form of power because it masquerades as 
change in order to simultaneously produce the status quo (Bhabha [1994] 2012: 128-129; 
171). In our case, aid employers associate local Jordanian workers with desirable and 
undesirable qualities that constantly change and fluctuate. This makes it difficult for 
workers to please their employers, who therefore engage in particular forms of extra labor 
(hybridized labor) as a best attempt to negotiate these ambivalent expectations. 
 Using this approach allows us to identify this labor as a material effect of these 
ambivalent expectations. In doing so, this chapter elaborates understandings of how 
constructions of ‘the local’ shape not only social and cultural assumptions of workers, but 
also the organization and production of labor in the aid sector. Furthermore, and while 
localization suggests a transformation in the role and power of local actors, these 
ambivalent expectations, and the labor workers engage in as a result, show how labor 
processes within aid operations continue to mark and distinguish the local and the local 




 This postcolonial framework therefore provides a useful way to show how the 
transnational aid sector constructs the local as a meaningful category, articulated through 
employers’ particular expectations of their employees given their status as local hires. 
Using this approach elaborates scholarship on transnational labor more broadly as well: 
refining our understandings of how employers’ expectations are indeed tied to workplace 
location, but operate in more ambiguous manners in practice. Identifying hybridized 
labor therefore provides an important concept and point of departure to study employer-
employee dynamics in other transnational sectors and work arrangements; and to further 
elaborate how constructions of the local are central to organizing and producing labor.  
 
Chapter Four: Understanding Meaningful Work through Local Reappropriation  
 Chapter four considers the workers themselves: how they make sense of their own 
work and identities as aid workers under localization. The latter represents another one of 
the guiding research questions in this project. How workers make sense of their jobs, deal 
with undesirable work conditions, and go beyond the scope of their assigned duties is an 
important theme within scholarship on the labor process as well as in research on aid 
workers more specifically (Burawoy 1979; Purser 2009; Paul 2011; McKay 2006; 
Oelberger 2019; Taylor and Roth 2019; Vijaykumar 2013). However, we do not yet 
know how local aid workers think about and make sense of their jobs.  
 This chapter therefore begins to fill this empirical gap. I draw upon the concept of 
“meaningful work,” in which workers pursue careers and labor in particular ways 




economic profits—which may include, but is often not limited to, helping those in need. 
Given this concept’s prevalence to explain work dynamics in the third sector,57 including 
humanitarian aid, I similarly draw upon it in the context of local employees to explore the 
ways in which they make sense of their work as “meaningful” and why. 
In this chapter, I present two important findings. First, I find, and as the first two 
empirical chapters already begin to show, workers learn on the job that being a local 
employee holds particular meanings within the transnational aid sector. They do not have 
a particular sense of their identity as ‘a local aid worker’ prior to their jobs. Rather, it is 
through the conditions and interactions they experience in the workplace that they come 
to understand that local aid workers are subordinate and distinct from foreign colleagues 
and employers. These meanings matter because they create precarious living conditions 
for local employees, and restrict their career mobility within the aid sector. 
Second, I find that workers respond to these local meanings imposed on them in 
an unexpected way: they leverage their local status to critique the aid stakeholders who 
make their local status meaningful and a point of distinction in the first place. Workers do 
the latter by reframing their work routines, especially the extra work they engage in 
during their leisure time, as ‘true’ humanitarianism, that is motivated by their identities as 
local Jordanians, not their jobs. In making sense of their work in this way, workers are 
able to reappropriate the local worker as desirably different from the foreign non-local 
aid professional and employer. Locals’ extra work therefore is meaningful for them 
 
57 Scholarship on the third sector in North America and Europe is often considered distinct from literature 
related to NGOs and the third sector in ‘developing’ country contexts. See Lewis (2014) for a critique of 




because it provides an outlet for them to make sense of their subordinate positions in the 
aid labor hierarchy, and to negotiate the precarity and restricted mobility they experience 
because of it. However, in doing so, the chapter also suggests that workers become 
complicit in reproducing the very binaries between the local and the global that inform 
and structure their subordinate positions within the aid labor hierarchy as well.  
These findings therefore show how it is the conditions and interactions of aid 
work that shape workers’ sense of what it means to be ‘a local.’ This is important because 
it once again highlights how particular constructions of the local within the aid sector 
shape and condition the labor process, including how workers make sense of, and 
respond to, their positions as local hires. These findings further complicate 
understandings of workers’ resistance in the workplace: showing how workers do not 
necessarily conform, but rather critique their subordination when they mobilize the local 
labels imposed on them. In doing so, this chapter provides a way to elaborate our 
understandings of how workplace dynamics shape how employees make sense of their 
work, a topic that has yet to be fully explored in studies of aid and development. 
 
Argument and Contribution  
 Based on these findings, I argue the following: Contrary to policy agendas that 
embrace ‘going local’ as a way to promote sustainability and empowerment, this 
dissertation shows how organizations’ and donors’ localization agendas create a 
particular structure of work with contradictory effects that have yet to be acknowledged. 




resources, and labor associated with it, based upon particular meanings associated with 
‘the local’. These meanings structure workers’ routines both in and outside of the 
workplace, as well their relationships with their aid employers, colleagues, communities, 
and themselves. This dissertation shows how these particular constructions of the local 
shape and inform at least three dimensions of aid operations: the labor process behind 
organizations’ successful projects, employers’ expectations of local aid workers, and how 
employees make sense of their work.  
 As chapter two and three show, formal and informal meanings associated with the 
local structure the organization of work that produces aid organizations’ successful aid 
projects. Aid organizations associate ‘local’ with particular forms of knowledge, skills, 
expertise, and professionalism that subsequently structure the labor process in how they 
produce successful projects. These meanings are articulated through contract conditions, 
work tasks, interactions in the workplace, as well as employers’ expectations and 
recruitment strategies that are rooted in social and cultural assumptions of Jordanian 
workers. Together, they collectively construct the local and the value of the local aid 
worker as distinct, but in ambiguous ways. This distinction and ambiguity generates 
significant precarity among workers, and further makes it difficult for them to always 
know exactly how to satisfy their employers and contribute to positive project outcomes. 
Workers subsequently labor in particular ways both in and beyond the scope of their 
positions to negotiate these ambiguous constructions associated with the local in manners 




 How workers make sense of their work (chapter four) is also shaped by meanings 
the aid sector associates with ‘the local’: as distinct, subordinate, and juxtaposed to 
international employers and colleagues. These meanings, which again are often 
articulated in ambiguous ways in practice, inform why and how workers develop 
particular understandings of their local identities in the first place, including how they 
reappropriate them as a critique of their exclusion from the global aid arena. Workers’ 
understandings of themselves and their jobs highlight how it is the conditions and 
interactions of the aid sector that shape workers’ sense of what it means to be ‘a local,’ as 
well as how they challenge, but also reproduce, their subordination in the aid labor 
hierarchy in response. 
 Workers’ precarity and labor are thus indicative of how the aid sector constructs 
‘the local’ as a meaningful category in the first place. How workers experience and 
understand their precarity and labor further highlights the tensions and contradictions 
embedded in these constructions of ‘the local’ in the aid sector as well: as something that 
holds expansive potential and possibility, but something that is simultaneously static, 
problematic, and a distinct ‘other.’ It is this tension and ambiguity that subsequently 
becomes a source of productivity for aid employers: a space to generate new forms and 
relations of work that ensure successful project outcomes that also uphold the labor 
hierarchy status quo. 
 We can therefore start to see the ways in which constructions of ‘the local,’ in all of 
its ambiguous forms, is embedded in the labor process in the aid sector: a central factor 




why they experience precarity and uncertainty in their jobs and careers. This project 
therefore begins to highlight how these constructions shape and condition who can claim, 
and what entails, ‘being a humanitarian’ in the global arena as well. I subsequently 
contend that localization ruptures and reinscribes Global North-Global South inequalities 
through ambivalent constructions of who local workers are, and how they should and can 
provide value to their organizations. 
 
Contribution 
Expanding Empirical Understandings of Labor in Humanitarian Aid  
 First, this dissertation elaborates empirical understandings of the organization of 
work within the transnational humanitarian aid sector. I account for the ways in which aid 
localization agendas are actually shaping how and why aid works and operates on the 
ground in particular manners, something that we have little knowledge or empirical 
studies of thus far. Rather, what we know about localization is largely premised upon 
discourse analysis of localization policies and dialogues at the transnational and global 
level. This project therefore provides an important link between how these upper-level 
meetings and policies ‘translate’ to material practices.  
 This project also focuses on how aid localization agendas relate and shape the role 
and experiences of local employees. This is important because local hires already 
represent 90 percent of the aid workforce, and their role is expected to further increase 
under localization given that the latter agenda is premised upon incorporating more local 




interdisciplinary scholarship related to humanitarian aid and development, making this 
dissertation’s focus on local workers an important contribution to outstanding literature. 
 Using the case of Jordan, I further extend understandings of aid operations 
geographically and to middle income countries. This is important because of the Middle 
East region’s prominent role as an aid recipient and donor (in the case of Gulf countries); 
and site in which multiple best practices related to humanitarian aid at the global level are 
developed. This is also important because of the distribution of global aid funding to, and 
operations within, middle income countries. 
 
A Labor Approach to Aid and Development 
 This project further and intentionally brings labor process theory into dialogue with 
development scholarship. Using a labor lens to analyze transnational humanitarian aid 
refines and nuances sociological explanations of the processes that drive global 
inequalities and under and uneven development; how aid mitigates, but also reproduces 
the latter.  
 First, this project engages with and situates aid actors as a sector-wide collective of 
transnational employers. Accounting for the role of the aid sector as a factor that 
produces and sustains development disparities has been flagged by previous scholars as 
sorely missing from sociological scholarship on aid and development. I intentionally use 
qualitative, ethnographic methods to capture the day to day work and experiences of the 




predicts, the worker and work practices offer fruitful ‘sites’ to account for processes that 
mitigate but also produce inequalities at the local, national, and global scales. 
 Second, this project shows how the aid sector constructs ‘the local’ as a meaningful 
category; a point of distinction that shapes the organization and production of labor and 
other resources in the sector as a result. These constructions subordinate local aid 
employees and retrench arbitrary and ambiguous divisions between ‘the local’ and ‘the 
global.’ The experiences of local aid workers and how they labor for their employers 
suggest that aid organizations strategically use and construct the local as meaningful to 
produce the labor arrangements required to achieve their mandates as well. Workers’ 
value, which is articulated based on their status as ‘locals’ rather than their skills or 
experience as aid workers, further shows how constructions of the local embedded in the 
aid labor process condition workers’ power, upward mobility, and even their sense of 
themselves both within and beyond the workplace. 
 The latter subsequently nuances literature related to local actors as brokers who are 
often framed as desiring work with international aid agencies given these entities’ 
association with high pay and prestige. However, and as this project shows, aid agencies 
may not always be considered desirable in all Global South contexts. Working in aid can 
in fact be considered a source of precarity and insecurity among local employees that also 
stunts their career mobility. This nuance suggests that our current explanations of what 
aid actually is and means for the communities it targets is incomplete; which means how 
the aid sector contributes to the reproduction of inequalities is also incomplete. 




identify, and refine our understandings of the factors that undergird uneven and under 
development and global inequalities, and how and why we may find variation in different 
locations or cases accordingly. 
 
Expanding Understandings of the Labor Process 
 The empirical case of the transnational humanitarian aid sector during a period of 
localization elaborates our current explanations of the labor process as well. I show how 
the construction of ‘the local’ organizes work in particular ways, albeit ambiguously. 
This finding nuances understandings of how worksite location informs the ways in which 
employers recruit and expect workers to labor in transnational work arrangements. 
 Second, I identify workers’ hybridized labor as a particular form of work that is 
produced through, or an effect of, these ambiguous constructions of the local, and equally 
ambiguous social and cultural assumptions associated with local workers. This form of 
labor may also occur in other transnational sectors or remote management work 
arrangements, and therefore could provide an important point of departure for comparing 
the organization of work between different industries, geographical locations, or over 
time. 
 Third, this study nuances understandings of how and why workers make sense of 
their subordinate positions in the labor hierarchy in particular ways. This study shows 
how the workplace generates the particular meanings associated with workers’ identities 
as ‘locals.’ This is important because it shows that local workers’ sense of their ‘local 




also shows how these workers leverage and reappropriate these meanings not simply to 
make sense of their work and keep their jobs, but also to actively critique their employers 
who impose these labels on them in the first place. This is important in advancing 
scholarship related to workers’ power and resistance within the labor process. This is also 
important to explain the processes in which workers become complicit in the 
reproduction of their subordination. 
 Lastly, using the case of transnational humanitarian aid extends our understandings 
of the labor process to the non-profit arena, to show the ways in which organizations and 
industries with different presumed end goals (profits versus missions) organize work in 
ways that are similar, but also different. In doing so, this comparison provides an 
important platform to consider questions of workers’ perceived value to their 
organizations economically, culturally, and socially; and how this relates, if at all, to 
organizations’ end goals versus other factors. 
 This project may relatedly serve as a useful starting point for scholars interested in 
transnational service industries to develop and elaborate explanations related to “service 
work triangle” relationships, given that this project (1) considers relationships between 
workers in the workplace and (2) also begins to explore how workers negotiate and 
interact with management who may be physically distant, two areas that scholars have 
emphasized as in need of more research (Lopez 2010). This study further begins to allude 
to how one’s local status relates to race, an area of study that is often flagged among 
labor scholars as in need of more analysis and consideration in how it conditions and 





Bringing Work Back into Organization Studies 
 Adopting a labor lens for this project further provides a vehicle to bring work back 
in to studies of organizations as it relates to the humanitarian aid sector specifically, or to 
sociological studies of transnational organizations more generally. This dissertation 
begins to elaborate explanations of the processes that drive aid organization outcomes, 
showing how the organization of work, and the role of local employees more specifically, 
is a crucial albeit often overlooked dimension of this process. This is important because 
we may be better positioned conceptually going forward to address questions about 
mismatches between aid outcomes (i.e., successful aid projects) and impact; why, on the 
one hand, aid projects seem to be ‘working’ in ‘successful’ ways, but inequalities persist 
for example. 
 Furthermore, bringing work back in provides an important way to think about 
debates around structure-agency in how we conceptualize the relationship between ‘aid 
organizations’ and ‘local populations’; and even the global and the local. Specifically, to 
what extent is the worker autonomous from the organization and vice versa? What might 
we find, or overlook, if we approach local workers simply as ‘agents’ and distinct from 
their role as employees in the aid sector? Or as simply part of a structure, and thus not 
acknowledged at all? This project begins to offer foundations to explore these questions, 
which may provide an initial platform to theoretically rethink the tension between 






Organization of the Dissertation 
This dissertation explores the changing organization of work in the humanitarian 
aid sector during a period of localization. Using the case of Jordan, this study looks at 
how localization is implemented in practice, and how these shifts affect local labor. This 
introduction has provided an overview of the aid localization agenda, including a brief 
background related to its development over the past decades. This chapter has also briefly 
discussed more recent debates among aid stakeholders at the policy level regarding the 
effectiveness and impact of localization both now and in the future. Chapter two, three, 
and four delve into the case of local workers in Jordan, grounding the discussion of 
localization to workers’ actual experiences in a major global aid hub. 
Chapter two begins this exploration by looking at the roles of local employees in 
contributing to their aid employers’ successful projects. This chapter shows how locals’ 
labor—how they use their ‘local capital’—is central to this production. However, this 
chapter also highlights how employers rely upon local workers’ precarity as national 
employees to achieve the results they desire, since this formal distinction in the aid labor 
hierarchy conditions how and why they can and do use their local capital in particular 
ways on the job accordingly. 
Chapter three then looks at how employers’ particular social and cultural 
assumptions of their local employees further shapes the production of labor within aid 
operations under localization. This chapter shows how employers hold conflicting 




highlights the importance of this ambivalence because it strategically allows employers to 
generate more labor from their workers as a result. 
Chapter four then describes how workers themselves make sense of their work, 
including their status as ‘local hires’ in the aid sector. This chapter brings attention to 
how workers’ conditions on the job shape their sense of what it means to be ‘a local’ in 
the first place. This chapter further shows how the particular constructions of the local 
embedded within aid operations shape not only employers’ understandings of local 
employees, but also how workers make sense of, and respond to, these categories 
imposed on them as well.  
Chapter five summarizes the findings presented in this study, including its 
limitations. This chapter further discusses the policy implications of this project, and 







CHAPTER TWO  
CAPITALIZING ON ‘LOCAL KNOWLEDGE’: THE CHANGING LABOR 




 Local employees have long been characterized as implementers of aid 
organizations’ agendas, whose main role is to translate demands and projects from the 
Global North into crisis contexts in the Global South. Yet, under localization, aid 
organizations and donors tout workers’ local knowledge, their familiarity with the local 
arena, as central to creating projects that are successful and sustainable in these crisis-
affected areas. This chapter subsequently explores what are the roles of local workers in 
contributing to their aid employers’ projects during this period of localization. As the 
following pages detail, local workers do indeed act in capacities beyond implementation 
roles for their employers. Specifically, workers’ local knowledge is critical for aid 
organizations’ successful projects in at least two ways: they work as ‘vulnerability 
finders’ to reach communities in need; and as ‘narrative negotiators’ to ensure projects’ 
designs and evaluations are based on local expertise. However, this chapter also shows 
that workers often tailor the ways in which they mobilize their local knowledge in these 
roles given their contract conditions and positions within their workplaces as national 
employees. To make sense of these calculated articulations, I draw upon Bourdieu’s 
concept of capital to argue that localization is commodifying and transforming the power 
workers derive from their ‘local capital’: from something that relates to their networks 




results. The ways in which workers utilize their local capital in response highlight how 
first, localization and the sector’s prevalent audit culture intertwine. Second, aid 
employers rely on workers’ precarity, at least in part, to produce the labor that drives 
successful projects. These findings suggest that while localization may on the one hand 
change and extend the roles of local employees within aid operations, aid employers also 
maintain the local worker as a particular, distinct type of employee in the workplace in 
order to harness the local capital needed to make projects succeed. 
 
Introduction 
When a humanitarian crisis occurs, international aid organizations (e.g., CARE, 
Oxfam, DRC) respond by assisting affected individuals and communities through 
projects. The latter include a range of activities from food and cash distributions to health 
and life-skills services. Under localization, aid stakeholders (e.g., organizations, donors) 
are calling for organizations to ‘harness local knowledge’ from local workers: to ensure 
that these projects are designed to be sustainable and effective in the communities they 
target. However, we do not know what harnessing local knowledge looks like in practice, 
and how these practices shape, if at all, the production of aid projects. 
 Organization scholars have long called for more attention to intra-organizational 
dynamics – to more specifically “[bring] work back in” to studies related to organizations 
and organizational change; noting how micro-organizational processes are critical to our 
understanding of macro-level outcomes and to avoid essentialized understandings of 




particularly important in the context of aid localization. This is firstly because our current 
understanding of how and why organizations produce these projects and allocate aid is 
often premised upon sector level or inter-organizational factors and explanations. 
Secondly, our knowledge about the work experiences and conditions of local employees 
(i.e., national aid workers), who are central targets of these localization strategies, is 
limited. We know little about local workers’ tasks, whether or how their responsibilities 
and work conditions might be changing under localization, and how this affects 
organizations’ production of their projects.  
 This chapter therefore explores the roles of local workers in contributing to their 
aid employers’ projects: What do local workers do for their employers in the aid sector 
during this period of localization, and how do they affect, if at all, the ways in which 
organizations produce their projects accordingly? As the following pages show, I find 
that workers’ roles have expanded and changed under localization. First, they act as 
‘vulnerability finders,’ who help organizations reach needy communities within the 
project timeline; and secondly, as ‘narrative negotiators,’ who ensure that projects’ 
designs and evaluations are based on local expertise. The latter represents an important 
departure from previous discourse and scholarship which often positions local hires as 
simply implementers of aid projects and agendas developed and created ‘outside’ of the 
local context. Yet, how and when workers perform these roles – to meet monthly targets, 
often just days before project deadlines, and in response to international experts’ mistakes 
– suggest that aid organizations do not necessarily rely on them to produce the locally-




workers tailor their local knowledge in order to produce successful project results their 
employers desire. 
 To make sense of the latter, I draw upon Bourdieu’s discussion of capital to show 
how localization is commodifying, and reshaping the meanings associated with workers’ 
knowledge and familiarity related to the local arena. I show how workers’ ‘local capital,’ 
the power they usually derive from their knowledge about and social connections within 
the local context, is increasingly premised upon their ability to produce desirable project 
results for their employers. I show that this is due – at least in part – to the labor 
conditions that employers impose on their workers; which structure, re-label, and 
transform work tasks such as ‘meeting targets’ and ‘fixing reports’ as indicative of one’s 
‘local knowledge.’ The ways in which national employees subsequently labor to produce 
these positive project outcomes highlight that workers’ local capital is becoming 
something that is primarily used to benefit employers’ goals under localization, rather 
than the workers themselves or the vulnerable communities that projects target. These 
findings show that while localization may change and extend the roles of local 
employees, the labor conditions and practices within the workplace maintain the local 
worker as a distinct type of employee within the aid hierarchy. This distinction of 
national employees as a particular group of workers, and the precarity they experience 
because of it, is generative for aid employers: a way for them to harness the ‘local 
capital’ needed to make projects succeed. 
 We can therefore see from this chapter how localization may ironically 




and conditions that extend and transform the scope, value and ownership of workers’ 
local capital in ways that have yet to be fully acknowledged. This chapter therefore 
brings more attention to the “unintended consequences” (Viterna and Robertson 2015) of 
aid: how localization and the sector’s prevalent audit culture intertwine and reproduce 
inequalities through work practices. This chapter further elaborates understandings of 
what drives organizations’ production of projects; to show that intra-organizational 
dynamics, and the role of local workers specifically, are an often-overlooked dimension 
that is central to this process. 
 
Producing the Aid Project as a Case of Labor Relations: A Review of the Literature  
Why and how international aid organizations produce projects – to whom, where 
and how they allocate humanitarian aid – are often explained by organizations’ mandates, 
political or donor interests, or industry norms that increasingly identify successful aid 
projects as those that have measurable impact and results in the communities they target. 
Scholarship is increasingly critical of the simplicity of thinking about only one of these 
factors to explain how aid organizations operate: often noting that these elements 
collectively shape why organizations do what they do. Literature is rich, for example, in 
showing how aid donor demands and a growing global ‘audit culture’ together shape how 
and why organizations implement projects in particular places and manners (Krause 2014; 
Mebrahtu 2002; Strathern 2003; see also Barman 2016; Carruth 2018). As Viterna and 
Robertson (2015) so succinctly suggest, the aid sector is increasingly characterized in 
terms of “what we can test” – or measure – rather than “what we can change” (259). 




of their projects) as reflective and an outcome of external relationships with actors like 
donors, political players, or other aid organizations. 
 Yet, to understand macro-level dynamics and relations, scholars have called for 
"bringing work back in” to studies of organizations. Because organizations are employers, 
and "composed of people who react or fail to react to . . . [the organization’s] 
environment . . . it is the activities of people that determine how organizations become 
structured” (Barley and Kunda 2001: 78–79; Cohen et al. 2016); and what organizational 
policies and practices are produced (Lipsky 2010 [1980]). Interdisciplinary scholarship 
on aid similarly highlights the importance of accounting for micro-level interactions 
within organizations to understand how aid works and operates at the macro-level. This 
work emphasizes that organizations’ outcomes are reflective of social struggles among 
individual stakeholders operating within them (Hilhorst and Jansen 2010; Long and van 
der Ploeg 1989; see also van Voorst 2019 for an overview). Such actor-oriented 
approaches provide critical windows to conceptualize everyday work practices as 
producing – and reproducing – various, and often contradictory, project outcomes for 
organizations, as well as competing conceptualizations of “aid effectiveness” (Beck 
2016; Krause 2014; Mueller-Hirth 2012; Watkins et al. 2012). This alerts us to the 
urgency in which we need to consider intra-organizational dynamics in the aid sector and 
beyond, because “failing to link macro-organizational changes to micro-organizational 
processes, therefore, risks not only overlooking the proximal reasons for variation; it risks 
promoting an overly homogenous and undifferentiated image of socioeconomic 




 However, and somewhat surprisingly, the extent to which aid literature “brings 
work back in”  is limited given that it overwhelmingly overlooks the relations, 
interactions and experiences of a major group of employees in the sector: national, or 
local hires (for some key exceptions, see Malkin 2015; Ong and Combinido 2018; 
Pascucci 2019; Peters 2016). This omission is striking, first given the fact that local hires 
account for approximately 90 percent of the global humanitarian aid workforce and 
already play a key role related to implementing projects (Roth 2015: 8). Paralleling 
scholarship related to global norm diffusion and translation more broadly (Keck and 
Sikkink 1998; Zwingel 2012), important work touts “locals” in this latter role as critical 
“translators” or “brokers” that mobilize their “local knowledge" and social networks to 
make “global” agendas, donor demands, and other goals of “altruists from afar” fit within 
the particularities of local contexts (the latter of which are often imagined along Global 
North–Global South and global–local binaries) (Swidler and Watkins 2017; see also 
Lewis and Mosse 2006). Yet, we know little about how locals’ work conditions shape, if 
at all, how and why they work as brokers and translators in the ways they do (see Pascucci 
2019 for a discussion). Rather, national aid workers are often portrayed as enthusiastically 
using their local knowledge and networks and desiring jobs with international aid 
organizations. The latter is often explained as workers’ efforts to improve their own 
economic well-being as residents of ‘poor’ countries; or to enhance their personal and 
professional status and reputation within their communities. Our understanding of how 
and why workers work in the manners that they do is subsequently and primarily 




as outside the workplace; and located in an ambiguous ‘local.’ This means that workers’ 
positions and agency has yet to be fully accounted for within the context in which they 
operate (i.e., as employees of organizations), and in relation to aid project production 
processes. Given this omission, our current explanations of how aid works are 
insufficient; and may reify global–local binaries in unexpected ways as a result. 
 What we do know about local hires’ working conditions, albeit limited, are that 
they have long been distinguished as nationals, a different category of workers in 
comparison to their expatriate colleagues. This difference is articulated through: their 
salaries (pegged to the national labor market if one is a local hire); contract lengths (for 
locals, often contingent on the project and project renewal; usually ranging between three 
to nine months58), benefits (i.e., health care and pension are not always included for 
locals), and opportunities for promotions (Fassin 2011; Pascucci 2019. Also see the 
introduction of this dissertation for more details). These distinctions have been shown to 
lead to “capacity stripping” (Carr et al. 2010, ctd. in Oelberger et al. 2017; McWha 2011), 
affect protection from violence and disease (Fassin 2011), and shape interactions with aid 
recipients (Heathershaw 2016; Heaton-Shrestha 2006; Peters 2016; Swidler and Watkins 
2017). We are still, however, in need of a more elaborate analysis of how actual work 
practices and relations – the labor conditions that workers experience and negotiate as aid 
employees – contribute to these distinctions, and matter for how organizations produce 
projects as a result. 
 
58 Some workers I interviewed had contracts shorter than this period (as short as one week), while others 




 We also know from previous interdisciplinary research that racialized meanings 
undergird ‘local’ classifications in aid and development (Crewe and Fernando 2006: 47; 
Kothari 2005; White 2002). These categorizations are often applied to workers as well, 
even if and when employees in the contemporary aid sector no longer neatly ‘fit’ into the 
white-black, North-South binary in the ways these classifications predict (Benton 2016). 
While ‘local’ is contextual and relational, the latter highlights that it is constructed as 
distinct from the global despite such ‘change’ (see Roepstorff 2019 for a discussion of 
this). This latter finding holds important implications for our present case in which 
localization and the notion of ‘harnessing local knowledge’ are depicted in discourse and 
aid agendas as important ‘changes’ to sector operations; as strategies that will make aid 
more sustainable and effective in targeted communities. Engaging in “critical reflections 
around the conceptualization of the local” and its manifestations under localization is 
therefore needed to address the “blind spots” in our analyses “of exclusionary 
humanitarian practices” (Roepstorff 2019: 11; van Voorst 2019). 
 This chapter subsequently considers local workers’ jobs under localization: what 
they do for their employers, and how this contributes to the production of aid projects. By 
“bringing work back in” during this period of localization, this chapter shows how local 
workers’ labor is a critical component that drives organizations’ production of projects in 
roles that have expanded beyond implementation and into realms of project planning and 
evaluation. However, this expansion does not always equate to, or mean that, 
organizations are harnessing local capacities in the ways that localization discourse 




embedded in how they value their local workforce. This subsequently constrains how 
locals use their local knowledge on the job in response. 
 
Local Knowledge as Capital: Bringing Work Back into Aid with Bourdieu 
Bourdieu’s concept of capital – “a force…inscribed in objective or subjective 
structures, but also…the principle underlying the immanent regularities of the social 
world” – provides a useful frame to make sense of the latter and its tentative effects on 
aid operations (1986: 240). Capital, or power, often maps onto class relations and 
structures in society (1986: 243). However, it important to note that it takes multiple 
forms (e.g., economic, cultural, social) and different values depending on the social 
context (what Bourdieu might describe as “the Field” in which the capital operates 
[1986]: 229-231). Capital “often takes time to accumulate,” but then also has “the 
potential capacity to produce profits and reproduce itself in identical or expanded form” 
(Bourdieu 1986: 240-241). This means that one’s power is relational, and can change 
depending upon one’s structural position within society: “so that everything is not equally 
possible or impossible” (Bourdieu 1986: 242).  
 In our present case, the argument would be that workers’ familiarity and experience 
within the local context is a form of capital because it is something that they possess – in 
the form of local knowledge and networks – that is recognized, and increasingly desired 
by, organizations to make their projects work. This capital is in part premised upon their 
social capital, the networks they possess within the local context that are useful for aid 




local context more generally: their local knowledge and expertise related to the history, 
culture, and social processes that shape the communities of Jordan. Part of this 
knowledge includes workers' ability to navigate within and among these different groups 
in the local arena, as well as knowing when and how to leverage their networks for their 
employers accordingly. I subsequently refer to this form of capital as ‘local capital.’ 
Particularly under localization that touts local knowledge as something that aid 
organizations should ‘harness’ to make projects sustainable and effective, workers’ local 
capital is something they should therefore be able to leverage to improve their own 
economic and personal well-being: “as a weapon and as a stake of struggle [which] 
allows its possessors [of that capital] to wield a power, an influence, and thus to exist, in 
the field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 98; see Mears 2015 for a discussion of this). 
 However, critical work has shown how capital can also be extracted from the 
individuals who possess it – transforming it into a tool of “systemic extra-individual 
advantages" that does not, or may unequally, benefit the “owners” given that it functions 
within global hierarchies articulated along class, gender, racial and colonial lines (Mears 
2015; see also Barron et al. 2016; Carter 2003). This is because one’s capital is inevitably 
intertwined within multiple fields of power in which it operates: practices “flow from 
[this] intersection” between one’s capital and one’s positions within these fields (Swartz 
2008: 48). This helps us to recognize that capital is, firstly, premised on an entire portfolio 
of individuals’ past and present positions. Secondly, this highlights that capital is a fluid 




accordingly. Both of these elements become particularly salient during periods of 
changing power (or perceptions thereof) within fields.  
 Mears’ (2015) work on what she calls "girl capital" is illustrative of this: in which 
she shows how women only receive short-term profits for their strategic intimacy in 
nightclubs, whereas men are able to use it to extract significant social ties and business 
deals given gendered codes of sexual morality and patriarchal power structures more 
broadly. Similarly, we can see how localization provides the space for aid organizations to 
articulate – and extract – local capital from their employees in new ways to produce the 
project results they desire. This is because localization, albeit aspiring to expand local 
ownership within aid, is still very much an industry that is embedded in global economic, 
social and colonial hierarchies of power (Benton 2016; Stroup 2012). This means that 
significant space exists for aid employers to delineate and direct what constitutes local 
workers’ local capital in ways that have yet to be fully acknowledged. Using Bourdieu to 
explain local workers’ labor practices in response to this aid localization agenda therefore 
serves as an important tool for us to systematically trace the relationship between these 
practices to the reproduction of inequalities in the aid sector: “to connect struggles 
internal to the firm to broader power conflicts in society” (Swartz 2008: 49). 
 
Local Workers’ Roles in Producing Successful Projects 
 In addition to a plethora of implementation tasks, aid employers expect local 
workers to play at least two critical roles in producing projects: roles that I call 




essential components of any project: reaching a target number of aid recipients in a given 
timeline and documenting the project’s positive impact on these recipients. 
 
Local Workers as 'Vulnerability Finders' 
During the project planning phase, aid employers rely on local workers to use 
their local knowledge to help them determine suitable locations and aid recipients for 
projects. Many workers shared how their non-local, expatriate managers ask them both in 
formal work settings, as well as outside the workplace, where they might ‘find’ vulnerable 
communities in need of aid (AVF 2018; DAM 2018; MMA 2017). As one American 
manager requested from her “Jordanian staff” in a meeting: “ID good pilot populations 
based on your local knowledge and familiarity with the organization’s goals and 
assessment frameworks” (BEE 2018). Or as another worker shared in terms of one 
organization who wanted guidance on where to locate their women empowerment 
projects : 
[Because] I have the local lens…this one famous international agency, they wanted me to 
do a gender analysis…a country gender analysis report for them…for them to learn, to 
know how to do things, to understand the country, the context of the country. (HUS 
2018) 
 
As these examples suggest, employers expect and rely on local workers to determine 
where and how to implement their projects based on assumptions of workers’ local 
knowledge; locals as individuals who can identify places and communities that ‘fit’ the 
local context into employers’ missions, goals, and assessment tools. The latter is not 
surprising if we think about scholarship that shows how locals often play roles of 




and Watkins 2017; Lewis and Mosse 2006); or how organizations consider the logistic 
feasibility of certain locations as much—if not more—than “adding value” and “making a 
contribution” to the communities they target when developing their “good” projects 
(Krause 2014). 
 However, and as part of this work, national employees are also and often expected 
to meet with, and determine, the community-based organizations (CBOs) and individuals 
within these selected locations that will be included as partners and aid recipients, 
respectively, as well. As one worker described to me, “we [national staff] scout [the 
organizations] . . . we choose the one[s] that have the best space . . . and the owners of the 
CBOs have to be cooperative. [So, once we determine that], we start talking with the 
owners and signing the agreements" (HIJ 2017). For aid recipients, workers scout and vet 
individuals through home visits (OCF 2017; RAL 2018; HIJ 2017; KDR 2017), where 
they collect information that determines if an individual or family qualifies for aid based 
on their employers’ criteria. These visits usually entail the worker sitting over tea or 
coffee with these individuals and groups, seeing how they live, conversing with them 
casually, while at the same time, asking them questions and gauging personally from the 
environment around them whether or not they should receive humanitarian aid. The latter 
criteria often includes explicit items like number of children in the home, but also may 
include indicators with more room for interpretation, such as ‘poor’ housing conditions 
and an individual’s health status. As one worker shared, the hardest part about this 
process is taking these conversations and meetings and translating them into charts of 




some people that should qualify will just not “add up” in the spreadsheet) (OCF 2017). 
Or as another worker explained: 
 [When] we do home visits, you…cannot deal with them in an opportunistic manner like 
extracting something and running away. You establish a relationship…I try to be very 
respectful because they are giving me their time and information…You don’t push too 
hard…. Because you don’t want to jeopardize [your relationship with] the community. 
(RAL 2018)  
 
As these quotes suggest, workers’ knowledge of the local landscape as well as 
their relational labor is crucial to their employers’ production of projects. Their ability to 
socialize with various groups of local actors, and to build professional and personal 
relationships with them all at the same time – is the local capital their employers desire to 
reach communities in need. Aid employers rely on workers’ abilities to perform these 
tasks to identify who will be included in their projects, as well as which local actors on 
the ground will be ‘cooperative’ and capable to support the implementation of the project. 
However, the ways in which workers continued to discuss their work as ‘vulnerability 
finders’ offers a more nuanced story related to why and how they perform this role in the 
manners that they do. Namely, workers shared how their employers expect them to use 
their ‘local knowledge’  to find vulnerable populations in order to meet targets. 
 Throughout the project, but more pressingly near the end of a project’s timeline, 
local workers are expected to ‘find’ aid recipients to meet their employers’ target numbers 
included in the original proposal. If employers’ targets are not met by a given deadline, 
continued funding for the project may be at risk of being canceled. As one worker shared: 




data collected, trying to see how they went to target" (HIJ 2017). Or, as another worker 
described: 
My organization was a ‘results-based organization’ . . . I heard it 10 or 20 times a day . . . 
but as a result of the results, you will put pressure on [us and partner organizations] to 
force, or fake, or create the numbers you want. Like you put the target at 100,000. And if 
you collect all the children in the area, there is not 70,000 . . . so you need to deal with 
ghosts then. We used to see this a lot. We went to many centers, where they have a 
reporting of 300 children, and at the same time, you can barely find five . . . at some point 
we stopped reporting such cases, because we felt the response . . . to [just] ‘correct it’ . . . 
[of course] we want to [do this] . . . but it is a mess. (LUN 2017) 
 
We can see how this drive to meet targets affects when and how workers mobilize their 
local knowledge to perform their jobs. They work more or longer hours to retrieve the 
necessary data from the field, and also must decide as to how and with whom (if anyone) 
to share this information as part of their daily work. Workers even talked about how they 
strategically plan home visits in places where they know they can ‘find’ families or 
individuals that ‘meet the criteria, even if they don’t need the services’ to ensure the 
project targets are met on time. One interviewee, for example, shared how he prefers to 
work on projects with rural communities outside of the capital first because “they are 
always around [for home visits]” (FOC 2017). Or as another worker explained, she liked 
working in the camp because it is “more controlled” than working in the host 
communities, which meant the data she needed was always easy to retrieve (MPI 2017). 
Such calculations represent a particular form of labor that workers subsequently embed 
into their daily work routines as vulnerability finders given these ‘target’ expectations – 





 Workers further shared how they were willing to tailor how they used their local 
capital to achieve these targets because they personally realized that if their projects were 
cancelled, their contracts could be too. As one local manager in an international NGO 
described to me: 
Most of the frontline workers from the UN agencies down to the smallest organizations, 
[what] they have in front of them, [is] the target. That is what is driving them, this is how 
we monitor and evaluate their achievements, and that is how we see if they are working 
or not. (AVF 2018) 
 
This latter evaluation scheme of workers’ performance makes it difficult for locals to not 
work towards achieving these targets, particularly in a dire national labor market (the 
official unemployment rate is 18 percent59); even and when they know this comes at the 
expense of excluding vulnerable communities in need. Indeed, many workers I spoke 
with expressed feelings of anxiousness about “always having to look for work” as 
national aid employees because they are hired on project-based contracts that are usually 
less than a year in length. As another worker shared in this regard in reference to his 
former colleagues: 
The focus was not on the [aid recipients] anymore. It was on the numbers they would 
give to [the donor]. [But] these people [my colleagues] are insecure. They don’t know by 
the end of 2017 if they are going to have a living. And that unfortunately does impact 
their performance and even their interactions with each other. (JAM 2017) 
 
How they mobilize – and tailor – their use of their local capital as part of their work is 
therefore critical to their own job security in a sector that has long pegged national 
employees’ contracts to project timelines. From this perspective, it becomes increasingly 
clear that how organizations are able to reach target beneficiaries quotas, a key element 
 
59 The government has reported the official unemployment rate between 15 and 18 percent over the past 




of their projects, is not completely about using workers’ “local knowledge” or locals’ 
own strategies to reach beneficiaries, but also relates, at least in part, to how they evaluate 
and measure local workers’ job performance. 
 However, it is important to highlight that workers’ decisions to use their local 
capital in particular ways are not solely motivated by job security in terms of their 
contracts: “practices cannot be deduced [only] from the present conditions which may 
seem to have provoked them” (Bourdieu 2012 [1990]: 349). Rather, workers often 
described their employers as having “no investment in people’s capacities” to explain 
why they or their colleagues “were more interested in delivering [just] the basics . . . the 
data, the analysis” (OCF 2017). Others shared that their employers ‘poached’ them from 
their former jobs specifically because of their perceived abilities to meet targets: to ‘find’ 
individuals that fit the projects’ vulnerability criteria right before deadlines (LUN 2017; 
RAY 2017; SAL 2017). For this group of workers, their worth to their employers is 
because of their records of meeting targets. Or, in several cases, workers shared how their 
job tasks, even in mid-manager roles, were primarily about collecting data, even if the 
data was not needed for the project or for those most in need (because their employers 
wanted to have it on file “just in case”). As one local mid-manager shared about himself 
and his staff: 
And I am sorry to say that but even me, I had a target [in terms of the data I was supposed 
to collect]. I am a person that cares about humans and wants to help them, but I have 
responsibilities and a target I have to reach. (AVF 2018)  
 
For this worker, his performance as a manager is intertwined with his local staff: he must 




though he might care about vulnerable communities that do not fit within the scope of his 
employer’s goals. Even though his contract is annually renewed, and not tied to a project, 
this local worker still tailors how he uses his local capital in order to maintain his job as 
well. Why workers mobilize their local capital to deliver “just the basics” even if they 
“care about humans" is therefore evidently shaped by workers’ perceived sense of worth 
to their employers as workers who collect data and ‘meet targets.’ It is their social value 
and “perceived chances” as “a class of agents" within the workplace that inform their 
actions (Bourdieu 2012 [1990]: 356). 
 
Local Workers as 'Narrative Negotiators' 
Another central element to organizations’ production of projects relates to 
documentation: how the story of the project is captured in the initial proposal, the mid-
term report and the final evaluation. Such documents are recognized as the tangible 
record organizations use to demonstrate project impact in response to various stakeholder 
demands (i.e., donors) and industry norms. Like their ‘vulnerability finder’ roles, local 
workers are expected – and do – use their local capital as ‘narrative negotiators’ to 
subsequently ensure that their employers’ documents include these desired impact results. 
 During project planning, for example, local workers play a crucial role in 
obtaining approvals from the government of Jordan. International aid organizations must 
submit their project proposals and corresponding budgets to government ministries (most 




their projects.60 Locals are often responsible for this submission on behalf of their 
employers: “I am always on the frontline when going to meet government officials, to 
[present my employer] as . . . ‘national’ which [my employer hopes] . . . gives us an 
advantage”(JMA 2018). Or, as another worker shared: “Once they [the expatriate 
leadership in my organization] saw me in the field . . . felt my authority . . . they started 
listening to me . . . they were not aware of my [government] contacts” (HSH 2017). As 
these quotes suggest, workers are recruited – and desired – to serve as the face of their 
employer: to facilitate their employers’ working relationship with the government 
because of their national status and networks as Jordanians. In fact, the importance of 
obtaining – and expediting – government approvals for projects has even led to the 
development of specific liaison positions within organizations; where aid employers hire 
locals (like the worker in the latter quote) presumed to have particularly ‘good’ social 
connections to government officials. 
 We can subsequently see how workers do possess a particular form of local 
capital that their employers desire that is premised upon their local networks, which may 
explain why nationals might work to show “their authority” with government officials to 
their employers in response. However, how employees describe their interactions with 
government officials suggests that their local capital is also conditioned on something 
else: their ability to ‘fit’ the government’s criteria into their employers’ proposals to 
obtain approvals in the first place. 
 
60 The Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation (MOPIC) serves as the clearing house for all 




 Here I provide just one example of the latter. At the time of this research, 
international organizations like UNHCR and UNICEF, and international and national 
NGOs like Oxfam and the Jordan Hashemite Fund for Human Development (JOHUD), 
met with government officials during a three-day conference (the Jordan Response Plan 
Annual Meeting) to discuss how the government would evaluate projects for approval. In 
one session of the meeting, workers exchanged how to frame ‘social protection’ projects 
for approval, an area that the government has scrutinized in terms of its measurable 
outcomes. Workers subsequently discussed with government representatives how and 
what they could and should measure to demonstrate the impact of their social protection 
activities in the ways their employers wanted; and how they could strategically link these 
indicators to the government’s interests as well. I witnessed how workers would meet 
one-on-one with some government representatives between sessions of the official 
meeting to discuss more particular issues related to their specific proposals; and how they 
spent significant time both during and after work hours following the meeting to 
exchange ‘best practices’ with other local workers on how to obtain these approvals in 
the fastest possible manner. For example, workers shared strategies on how to input 
numbers and indicators for projects into the online government portal (JORISS) so they 
could successfully obtain approvals (“how to insert numbers that work”[MAJ 2017]) the 
first time around without having to resubmit (which can be a lengthy process that delays 
project implementation accordingly. The issue of the “new” unit cost requirement in the 
portal is particularly discussed in this regard as one thing which “can make or break your 




 Many workers also individually shared how they would make follow-up calls to 
the ministry before finalizing a proposal for submission. As one local worker in this 
meeting described his role to me, his job is to “find a middle ground” between his 
employer’s project indicators and the government’s interests (LUN 2017). Or as another 
worker who was formerly in a similar position shared: 
I was doing so much beyond . . . I was handling so much . . . as well as the liaison part. 
So, all the governmental approvals . . . and so much reporting. I had to do [a lot because] 
the expat workers to be honest with you . . . they [don’t] have this experience [with the 
government]. The government controlling the work [of] the humanitarian agencies. So, I 
had to lay down the information for them. So, this is the project, here are the objectives 
for each sector, and for each sector, you should have specific outcomes that we tell the 
government we are going to be doing. (OCF 2017) 
 
From these dynamics and interactions, it is clear that local workers play a critical role in 
how their employers initially write, design, and document their projects in proposals so 
that a project can obtain the necessary government clearances to begin in the first place; 
once again exposing the limits of depicting local actors as simply ceremonial 
implementers of projects designed and developed ‘outside’ of the local sphere. However, 
these dynamics also suggest that workers’ local capital is not necessarily tied to their 
networks exclusively, but also relates to their ability to negotiate and mediate 
indicators as part of their daily work tasks to ensure projects collectively ‘fit’ the interests 
and stipulations of the government, their employers, and the donors. Their local capital is 
therefore premised upon their labor: a “strategic calculation” and application of their 
“embodied dispositions” as national employees to obtain the approvals their employers 
seek (Bourdieu 2012 [1990]: 347). 
 Local workers also play a critical role in producing organizations’ project 




one might expect given that almost all organizations and donors request some form of 
documentation detailing a project’s outcomes and impact. As one worker shared about her 
role in this regard, and how it has been changing under the localization agenda: 
The donor community . . . they appreciate more having someone with local knowledge . . 
. in terms of career, this is very good for me now . . . plus bringing in a sense of reality. 
Because when you, for example, get an international consultant who does not speak the 
language, who has been for example in Asia, but not to the Middle East, which is totally 
different . . . and this happens . . . [and] it’s problematic. (RAL 2018) 
 
In this case, donors seem to “appreciate" and want someone with ‘local knowledge’ – in 
the sense of understanding the country and regional dynamics – to contribute to their 
evaluations; to show their projects are truly locally-informed and directed to those 
communities most in need. Yet, I also spoke to many workers who were recruited either 
as in-house staff or short-term local consultants, to redo evaluations poorly prepared by 
international consultants: 
They end up calling us last minute before the deadline and they will say there is this 
crappy report prepared by [an international expert with organization X] and we need you 
to fix it. And you know, this is where they say, ‘Oh, I am really sorry, but we spent the 
money [on the international expert], so we can only pay you [a bit] . . . (YAZ 2018) 
 
Framed in this way, it is not clear if employers actually desire workers’ local knowledge 
at all, or simply need someone who is willing to “fix” poorly-prepared evaluations in short 
timelines and for less compensation. After all, another worker confirmed the latter, noting 
this practice as rather routine within aid operations: 
A lot of cases….they [will] bring an international and then decide, "okay that didn’t go 
well.” So either they take the deliverable and work on it internally or through a local 
consultant, paying them pennies comparing to [the international]. (WAB 2018) 
 
Workers further shared how they often must go back-and-forth with their employers to 




always include all the local knowledge or information that organizations initially say they 
are looking for. For example, one worker lamented about how he does not always report 
all “the truths in the field”  in his assessments or updates to management (i.e., corruption 
issues, unfavorable effects of projects on communities) because his employer "do[es]n’t 
want to hear it" (LUN 2017), and because such information may undermine the positive 
project results their employers desire (HAA 2017, DAM 2018). 
 Local workers, however, were still willing and working to ‘fix’ these reports in 
condensed timelines and with less compensation; to tailor how they used their local 
capital in ways they seemed to quite blatantly disagree with. When I probed about the 
latter, workers first talked about how they consider themselves ‘advocate[s] on behalf of 
the community’ given their local status (RAL 2017; HUS 2018), and, therefore, better 
positioned to represent the realities in the community accordingly. However, these 
comments were almost always followed by discussions related to how project evaluations 
were contracted in the aid sector. Rather than independent auditors, the organization 
implementing the project pays the salary for the person writing the report. This means 
that local workers, who are contracted to redo these reports, must literally work to find a 
balance between what their employers want them to report, and the actual effects (or lack 
thereof) of the project in order to maintain their jobs: “something nice on paper or . . . the 
real stuff" (OCF 2017). 
 In the case of independent consultants who perform this role, they must be 
particularly attentive to the latter, to delicately balance the interests of their client 




clients often happens through the recommendations of their current ones (HAA 2017; 
ZMQ 2018). This places workers in difficult positions because they must demonstrate 
their value by ‘fixing’ reports in the ways their organizations seek – even when they 
explicitly ‘despise’ doing this (HUS 2018; WAB 2018) – in order to develop their 
professional reputations and networks as the local consultants employers desire 
accordingly. As Bourdieu describes, “An agent’s practical relation to the future . . . 
governs his present practice . . . [one significant part of this being] the chances objectively 
offered to him by the social world” (2012 [1990]: 357). After all, locals are hired for this 
role in the first place based on their ‘local knowledge,’ at least on paper, rather than their 
‘international expertise’ which in turn affects how they must develop their professional 
reputations and networks with organizations accordingly (i.e., show they are ‘fixing’ 
international consultants’ reports because of their local expertise). 
 How local workers are relatedly expected to compile these evaluations—in a 
moment’s notice—and how they are compensated for their efforts at rates that are 
significantly less than their international (and often Western) counterparts, suggest that 
local workers and local knowledge are still considered secondary, supplementary, and in 
relation to, expatriates’ expertise; in ways that have significant implications for how 
organizations—and workers—go about producing the story of successful projects 
accordingly. It is subsequently and more increasingly evident that how and why 
organizations produce projects in the manners they do relates not only to workers’ 




explicitly and monetarily value local workers’ knowledge and expertise—their local 
capital—as well.  
 As the culmination of these examples suggest, locals’ work conditions shape how 
and why they mobilize their local capital in particular ways; subsequently revealing that 
this capital is only partially premised on knowledge and networks within the local arena 
in the first place. Rather, and amidst competing stakeholder interests and pressures to 
demonstrate project impact, it is workers’ ability and willingness to contribute to positive 
project narratives that become the marker of their local capital – and their distinction as 
national employees in the aid hierarchy. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how local workers play a critical role in how aid 
organizations produce successful projects in Jordan. It is clear that in this era of aid 
localization, local workers are not just implementers of their employers’ agendas. Rather, 
they actively contribute to at least two additional components of any successful project: 
reaching a target number of aid recipients in a given timeline and documenting the 
project’s positive impact on these recipients. These roles of the vulnerability finder and 
the narrative negotiator, respectively, show how local workers’ experiences, perspectives, 
and labor are instrumental to understanding how – and to whom – aid is distributed: 
emphasizing the need to be attentive to intra-organizational dynamics in order to more 




 This chapter further highlights that workers’ local capital is crucial to the 
production of these projects. However, how workers labor on behalf of their employers 
suggests that workers’ local capital is not solely premised upon their knowledge about 
and familiarity within the local arena, but rather their ability to produce positive project 
results for their organizations. Drawing upon Bourdieu’s discussion of capital, this 
chapter has shown how workers tailor and calculate how they use their local capital as 
part of their daily work given their particular labor conditions, positions, and interactions 
in the workplace as national hires. How they labor to produce successful project results 
given their status as local employees draws attention to the ways in which the sector’s 
prevalent audit culture intersects with localization; and reproduces national workers’ 
distinction within the aid labor hierarchy through work practices.  
 Such findings subsequently highlight that the ambiguity embedded in the 
localization agenda on what ‘harnessing local knowledge’ looks like in practice, as well 
as the value of local labor within aid operations, generates considerable forms of 
precarity and uncertainty for national aid employees in their jobs. Yet, it is this very 
precarity and uncertainty that ensures that, and relates to how, aid employers can and do 
produce the ‘successful’ projects in the manners that they do. By examining the role and 
routines of local workers, this chapter nuances understandings of the inequalities 
undergirding localization and ‘how aid works’; showing that particular constructions of 






CHAPTER THREE  
HYBRIDIZED LABOR: HOW LOCALS WORK TO MEET THEIR AID 
EMPLOYERS’ CONFLICTING EXPECTATIONS OF THEM 
 
Abstract 
 This chapter builds off of chapter two and shows how employers’ social and 
cultural assumptions of local workers also shape the production of labor within aid 
operations. The following pages specifically address the following: What do aid 
organizations expect from their local employees; and how do these expectations affect 
local employees’ work routines in response? As the following pages show, I find that 
organizations hold particular cultural assumptions of local workers that shape their 
recruitment and expectations of their local employees. However, I find that these 
assumptions and expectations are much more ambivalent and conflictual than existing 
scholarship suggests. First, employers want locals who are ‘westernized professionals’: 
impartial, objective, transparent, and dispassionate workers. Yet, employers 
simultaneously expect local employees to act in ‘non-western’ ways as ‘traditional locals’ 
that reify orientalist tropes related to corruption and Arab culture; in order to make aid 
projects work. I subsequently draw upon postcolonial scholarship as a framework to 
make sense of this ambiguity. Using Bhabha’s argument that colonial subject stereotypes 
are strategically ambivalent, I show how locals engage in specific types of extra work for 
their employers—what I call hybridized labor—to try to satisfy these conflicting 
expectations. Workers’ hybridized labor therefore reveals how it is not only the formal 




production of labor within aid operations. Rather, employers’ informal and ambiguous 
social and cultural assumptions of who local workers are, and how they should contribute 
to aid projects, are also central to the production of labor within the aid sector as well. 
 
Introduction 
Development discourse, donors, and aid organizations have long advocated for 
local partnership and engagement to increase aid effectiveness and sustainability. The aid 
localization agenda has heightened these calls, and organizations are increasingly 
rethinking the role of local labor in how they deliver and implement aid operations in the 
current period. But how do these shifts and discourses relate, if at all, to organizations’ 
expectations of their local employees? And how do these expectations shape locals’ work 
experiences in the aid sector as a result? This chapter explores the following: First, what 
do aid organizations expect from their local employees61 in Jordan? Second, how do these 
expectations shape local employees’ daily work routines in response? 
Scholarship on the globalization of work in other transnational sectors provides 
important insights to these questions. Specifically, studies show that employers hold 
particular cultural assumptions of workers from the Global South based on their gender, 
nationality, ethnicity, and race. Cost-savings arguments are often cited in scholarship as 
well as popular discourse to explain these companies’ localization and outsourcing 
 
61 In this chapter, local workers and national staff are used interchangeably to describe individuals who are 
hired to work for aid organizations in their ‘home’ country; their nationality or residency status matches the 
project location (i.e., Jordanians working for Oxfam in Jordan). A local worker, and as discussed in the 
introduction of this dissertation, might not always be considered a national staff member (such as the case 
with temporary hires like local consultants; or refugee ‘volunteers’ who work for an organization with a 




practices, but it is these latter cultural assumptions related to workers that motivate and 
shape these employers’ recruitment, and expectations of, their local employees; as well as 
how they structure their operations in these contexts. In response, local workers must 
negotiate these particular cultural assumptions as part of their daily work routines to 
satisfy their employers. Whether or how organizations’ social or cultural assumptions of 
local workers manifest in operations in the transnational aid sector, however, has yet to 
be fully explored. 
 As this chapter shows, I find that organizations’ social and cultural assumptions 
of locals do shape why workers are recruited and expected to perform particular roles. 
However, I offer two further related findings. First, organizations’ expectations of local 
workers are much more ambivalent and conflictual than existing scholarship might 
suggest. On one hand, employers want local workers to fit into their model of the 
‘westernized professional,’ by which they mean a worker who is objective and rational; 
who operates according to certain ‘western’ standards related to impartiality and 
transparency to make aid projects work. A project works if and when an organization can 
show it has met a target number of beneficiaries in a proposed timeline. However, 
employers simultaneously want—and desire—employees to fit into their model of the 
‘traditional local’ and act in ways thought of as ‘non-western’ to make projects work; in 
manners that reify orientalist tropes related to local forms of corruption and Arabs’ 
emotional and social propensities. It is subsequently unclear as to how locals should 
navigate these conflicting expectations in order to perform the ideal local aid worker that 




 The other, second major finding this chapter offers is how workers respond to 
these ambivalent standards. I find that local employees engage in a specific type of extra 
work for their employers as part of their daily routines in an attempt to negotiate these 
competing constructions of local workers as desirable in terms of local knowledge and 
social networks, but also corrupt and untrustworthy until proven otherwise. Locals 
specifically work to distinguish themselves as local, but not too local; ‘westernized 
professionals’ who are also ‘local’ enough to ensure projects proceed according to plan in 
the local context. I call this extra work hybridized labor because I find it echoes Homi 
Bhabha’s concept of hybridity, in which the colonial subject stereotype is strategically 
ambivalent in relation to the colonizer: almost the same, but not white. Ambivalence 
distinguishes the colonized subject—or in this case, the local worker—as ‘the Other.’ 
Yet, this distinction is projected in a disguised and confusing manner because the subject 
is both desired and feared by the colonizer; or in this case, the aid employer. Hybridized 
labor practices highlight how organizations’ conflicting expectations of the ideal local, 
but not too local worker place local employees in a space of ambivalence; the difficult, 
continuous, and sometimes impossible position to prove themselves as aid professionals 
that contribute to successful project outcomes. Organizations’ conflicting expectations of 
the ideal local worker are subsequently strategic, not only because they rearticulate the 
local as Other, but also because they influence workers’ labor and routines in ways that 
benefit organizations and their projects. 
 The first section of this chapter provides a brief literature review on how 




sectors in order to gauge the tentative effects within aid operations. While the aid sector 
is often distinguished from other transnational sectors that operate for-profit, the 
similarities between outsourcing practices in the latter and the reorganization of labor in 
aid under localization offers an important moment of comparison to understand the 
transnational organization of labor and its effects more broadly. I also describe how this 
chapter elaborates findings from interdisciplinary literature on aid brokers. Based on my 
research, I then introduce how postcolonial scholarship provides a fruitful framing to 
illuminate how organizations’ conflicting expectations of local workers are strategic in 
that they are able to obtain extra benefits—and work—from their local employees as a 
result. I then draw upon interview and job advertisement data to explore organizations’ 
conflicting expectations of local workers and how it drives workers to engage in 
hybridized labor. I conclude with a short summary on how analyses of hybridized labor 
provide a way for future research to engage in more critical analyses of aid operations 
and associated localization processes. 
 
Employer Expectations of Local Workers in Aid and Other Transnational Sectors: 
A Brief Review 
Prolific scholarship on globalization in relation to transnational labor 
arrangements suggests that employers hold particular cultural assumptions of local 
workers based on their gender, nationality, ethnicity, and race (McKay 2006; Muñoz 
2007; Ong 1987; Pyle and Ward 2003). These assumptions inform where transnational 




local workers employed there. How employers think about gender, for example, namely 
“third world” women’s docility, patience, and bodily structure (e.g., nimble fingers) 
shape why organizations recruit and desire women as ideal local workers in certain parts 
of the Global South (Elson and Pierson 1981; Radhakrishnan and Solari 2015; Salzinger 
2003); and these gendered tropes subsequently structure how companies operate on-the-
ground. As Salzinger (2004) highlights in her study of export-processing zones in 
Mexico, 
Decisions about what can conceivably be asked and expected of a worker are both 
enabled and limited by managers’ sense of who workers are, and this sense is fully 
imbued with gendered understandings and assumptions…notions that women are 
inherently malleable, supplementary earners—innately suited to the repetitive and tedious 
work characteristic of export-processing—actively shape the on-the-ground work of 
transnational production […] in complex….and unpredictable ways (45-46).  
 
Related scholarship on transnational service work in India highlights how 
employers’ assumptions of Indian work habits and the population’s amenability to British 
and American culture lead to expectations that local workers will ‘work’ to change their 
accents to sound ‘authentic’ to American customers, take on western names, learn about 
American and British culture as efforts to connect with customers, and work night shifts 
to coincide with target customers' daylight hours (Carrillo Rowe, Malhotra, and Perèz 
2013; Mirchandani 2012; Nadeem 2011; Taylor and Bain 2005). 
 Workers must subsequently negotiate these gendered and ethnic tropes, among 
other assumptions employers associate with their local status, both in and outside of the 
workplace. Locals work to hide their accents in the case of call centers, for example; 
“abandon[ing] their Indian identity while working” (Bonacich et al. 2008: 351). Or, in the 




femininity” to signal their reliability in the workplace to management (Radhakrishnan 
2009); but strategically leverage neoliberal rhetoric of “self-improvement” to negotiate 
their gendered subjectivities outside of the workplace as well (Vijayakumar 2013; also 
see Patel 2010).  
 Whether or how similar dynamics are happening in the transnational aid sector, or 
in Jordan more particularly, remain to be fully explored. Global development discourse 
generally advocates for increasing local partnership and ownership in order to ensure aid 
is effective, sustainable, and adapted to the local context (See Elbers and Schulpen 2011 
for an overview; also see Reith 2010); and scholars have shown how local actors play 
important roles as “brokers” within the aid industry to mediate communication and 
interests of donors, beneficiaries, and host communities (For examples, see Autesserre 
2014; Lewis and Mosse 2006; Swidler and Watkins 2017). This latter literature has been 
critical in emphasizing the need for an actor-oriented approach to understanding how aid 
operates; highlighting how workers' interactions produce particular understandings of the 
local that shape project outcomes given workers’ personal backgrounds (e.g., class, 
education, and language) and positions within the aid system (e.g., as local versus 
expatriate staff). This work is attune, for example, to how donors’ and organizations’ 
assumptions of local actors’ knowledge and networks shape how and why brokers 
strategically act as "the authentic African” (Watkins and Swidler 2013; also see Peters 
2016); or distinguish themselves as "better able to mix" with beneficiaries (Heaton-
Shrestha 2006). This literature also shows how brokers occupy complex juxtapositions as 




(Hilhorst 2003; Matsuzawa 2016; Swidler and Watkins 2017); that make it difficult for 
them to know how to make projects work for everyone accordingly.  
 This chapter elaborates upon this literature to bring more attention to the 
juxtaposition that local workers face not in the sense of a broker between beneficiaries 
and foreign interveners; but rather as a worker generally, given the conflicting 
expectations emanating from their aid employers of what locals can and should do to 
make projects succeed in the local context. This chapter therefore strives to more fully 
problematize how cultural assumptions associated with the local are ambivalent in ways 
that have specific effects on how workers must actually labor for their employers as a 
result. I also elaborate this scholarship by bringing attention to these dynamics in the 
context of a middle income country62 in the Middle East; complementing prolific 
research on the role of local brokers in low-income countries in other regional contexts. 
The latter is important not only because it extends knowledge on this topic 
geographically, but also because brokerage literature alludes to the fact that "country size, 
colonial past, and economic status" matter to how the aid industry operates in different 
locations (Swidler and Watkins 2017:79; also see Benton 2016; Roth 2015).  
 As this chapter will show, I do find that employers’ expectations of local workers 
are premised upon specific social and cultural assumptions related to the local population; 
similar to findings from these previous studies of aid work and labor in other contexts. 
However, I find that aid employers’ assumptions and subsequent expectations of their 
local employees are much more ambivalent and conflictual than these previous studies 
 




seem to elucidate. Instead of monolithic, clear-cut, and uniform expectations of the ideal 
local worker (i.e., docile, hard-working women or the cultural broker that acts as the 
mediator between the donor and the beneficiary), employers in the aid sector hold 
conflicting expectations of their local staff. Employers desire locals who fit their ideal 
‘westernized professional’ model (i.e., impartial, objective, transparent and 
dispassionate), but also expect them to work in completely opposite ways considered 
‘non-western’ as ‘traditional locals’ (i.e., using social connections, emotional) in order to 
make their projects work. Stated differently, employers in these other transnational 
sectors seem to desire and expect their employees to fit into clearly articulated ethnic 
stereotypes associated with the local context (i.e., the docile third world woman worker). 
However, aid employers seem to want local workers who can fit (the ‘traditional 
local’)—and not fit (the ‘westernized professional’)—tropes associated with Jordanians 
and Middle Eastern populations all at the same time. These conflicting expectations make 
it difficult, if not impossible, for workers to know how to satisfy their employers and 
perform the ideal local worker accordingly. 
 
Comprehending Conflicting Expectations through Postcolonial Scholarship 
 
In order to make sense of these findings, I draw upon postcolonial scholarship, 
namely Edward Said’s Orientalism and Homi Bhabha’s discussion of the ambivalent 
colonial subject, to show how employers’ conflicting expectations of the ideal local 
worker are strategic; because they lead locals to work more for their employers in their 




  Said's Orientalism posits that colonial discourse constructs colonized subjects—
the Arab and the Orient—as primitive, unusual, strange, emotional, and backwards; in 
order to legitimate western colonial power. Orientalist discourse strategically creates a 
clear binary between the western colonizer and the colonized subject through “a whole 
series…of relationships with the Orient without ever losing him the upper hand” (1978: 
7). This “law of division” fixes the Orient as a distinct and unchanging Other; it “divides 
up people and places into two putatively separable entities, each with its own essence, 
[holding] up one as superior and the other as inferior” (Go 2016: 41). Social scientists 
have shown how this binary undergirds key concepts and theories related to development, 
bureaucracy, and organizations (Frenkel and Shenhav 2003; Naderi 1990; Turner 2010). 
For example, Weber’s writings on ideal types are premised on his assumptions of 
rationality and bureaucratic organization as “distinctly ‘Western’” (Weber 1946:196 ctd. 
from Frenkel and Shenhav 2003: 5). And in the context of the Middle East more 
specifically, Weber posits Islam and “differences in heredity” as the reasons for 
underdevelopment and despotism in the region (Weber 1976: 30 ctd. from Naderi 
1990:75; 72). 
 While many workers and organizations do not easily or exclusively fit into 
western or local classifications in contemporary aid operations in Jordan and elsewhere 
(Benton 2016; Peters 2016), similar orientalist tropes structure the local in Jordan’s aid 
sector as distinct, opposite, and lacking desirable qualities associated with the West. 
However, and as the following pages detail, it is not always clear if organizations want 




or if they expect—and actually desire—workers to act in the ways these tropes would 
suggest.  
 Homi Bhabha’s discussion of the “ambivalent world of the ‘almost the same, but 
not white’” in the context of colonial subject stereotypes subsequently provides a useful 
frame of analysis to make sense of these conflicting expectations ([1994] 2012: 128-131). 
Bhabha seeks to elaborate Said’s argument, showing that the colonized subject is not 
always essentialized and derided in a uni-directional, clear-cut manner. Rather, the 
colonial subject is ambivalent: simultaneously desired and feared by the colonizer—“a 
resemblance and a menace” ([1994]2012: 123). This ambivalence means that “‘You’ are 
continually positioned in the space between a range of contradictory places that coexist. 
So that you find yourself at the point at which the Orientalist stereotype is evoked and 
erased at the same time” (Bhabha [1994] 2012: 68). From this perspective, stereotypes 
frame the colonized subject as only partially different from the colonizer—a hybrid; but 
how and in which ways are not always clear. This ambivalence and lack of clarity is 
strategic because it ruptures assumptions of colonizer-colonized hierarchies in ways that 
“camouflage” the continued processes of colonial arrangements and power (Bhabha 
[1994] 2012: 128-129; 171); and mark colonized subjects as “Other” through their 
“partial” and “in-between” positions (19; 123). Like Bhabha’s argument, organizations 
rupture the construction of the ideal local worker through hybridity: desiring someone 
with ‘local’ qualities, but who is also not too local at the same time. Organizations’ 




strategically ambivalent; given that locals engage in specific types of extra work to try to 
satisfy their employers—what I in turn call hybridized labor—in response. 
 
Conflicting Expectations: Organizations’ Desire for ‘Westernized Professional’ and 
‘Traditional Local’ Workers 
Unlike Said’s Orientalism which posits that the colonized subject is stereotyped 
as a clear derision of, and in juxtaposition to, the colonizer, I find that employers’ 
conflicting and contradictory expectations of their local workers highlight (and as Bhabha 
would predict) how this binary operates in a more nuanced and ambivalent manner in 
practice. On one hand, organizations want their local workers to act as ‘westernized 
professionals’ who promote impartiality, accountability, and transparency in project 
delivery; and who separate the professional from the personal in the workplace. At the 
same time, organizations often recruit and desire workers to act in contradictory 
capacities as ‘traditional locals,’ who are willing to use their personal connections to 
obtain government clearances for their activities, make projects ‘appear’ to work—no 
matter the cost, and leverage their ‘natural’ social tendencies as Arabs to remedy 
personnel problems with beneficiaries as well as fellow staff members. As the following 
examples illustrate, these conflicting expectations make it difficult for locals to know 








Negotiating Networks: Acting as the Westernized Merit-based Hire,  
or the Local “Wasta” Connector 
 
Jordanians and non-Jordanians alike often talked about “wasta” to explain how things 
work and function in the kingdom. Like Weberian conceptualizations of patrimonialism 
in the Middle East would suggest (see Turner 2010), “a wasta,” or a personal connection, 
is often assumed as necessary in order to deal with government ministries and 
procedures; or even to acquire employment in a company or organization. In many cases 
(albeit not always), individuals’ family names (e.g., their tribal affiliations in Jordan), or 
their more direct familial connections with figures in either the government or the private 
sector, often determine whether or not—and where—they have wasta. Aid organizations, 
however, often posit that they hire and want professional workers based on their merit, 
skills sets, and record of experience; and distant from these wasta ways of working. As 
one human resources employee explained about his organization’s recruitment process: 
 [The country director] receives many CVs personally…but we do the same recruitment 
process with all of our candidates. It is not like [we] have a special process for [these 
CVs]….it’s not ....I have the CVs and I send it to the HR...and it is not like they knew to 
recruit this person or… (ZEN 2017) 
 
 Yet, at the same time, employers also desire and recruit workers in some cases 
because of their wasta with certain sectors. As one worker shared, 
[My organization] was doing bad…and actually this is what they told me [after I started 
working with them], that ‘this is why we hired you, because we know you have the 
connections and can pave the way for us.’ I know many people in the government, 
secretaries, ministers, and let’s say head of departments so I can introduce properly. (SAL 
2017) 
 
In this worker’s case, her organization was aware of her connections with the 




subsequently recruited her as a way to make amends with government officials and 
ministries so that they could obtain the necessary clearances to successfully meet project 
targets within donors’ timelines. In a similar case, a worker was specifically recruited to 
fix an aid project on the verge of failing given her strong social ties with the government 
officials and community where this project was being implemented: 
 [The organization] was facing an ‘emergency situation’ to meet their quota of targeted 
beneficiaries before the donor’s deadline. The leadership was from outside [of this 
area]…they could not distribute the non-food items to the target number of beneficiaries in 
time by the deadline…so I started working with [this organization] on a one month basis…to 
help them with their distribution since I had good networks in [this town location]….they 
were happy with the success and decided to hire me full time. (RAY 2017)  
 
Other workers I interviewed shared similar stories of being recruited due to their personal 
and familial connections with the government or with local private sector actors (AQS 
2017; HSH 2017, MAD 2018); with one worker even telling me how her organization 
created an entire new liaison position within its operation because of her familial 
connections with government leadership.  
 Yet, in other cases or aspects of their jobs, locals must work to distance 
themselves from these ties to show they are objective, merit-based ‘westernized 
professionals.’ As one interviewee shared, he routinely spends time trying to convince 
and prove that he was hired based on his skills, not because of personal connections, so 
that his colleagues take his contributions in meetings seriously (LUN 2017). Or as 
another worker lamented regarding the predicament of using wasta to make things ‘work’ 
in what she described as “professional” roles and organizations,  
We have become corrupted to a certain point that we cannot even differentiate what is 
right and what is wrong. And we are even justifying that [to ourselves]. This is 






 This ambivalence associated with local wasta as both problematic and desirable 
highlights the challenge for local workers. It is not always clear if they should act in the 
capacity of a merit-based hire—the ‘westernized professional’—or as a wasta 
connector—the ‘traditional local’—to contribute to successful project outcomes that their 
employers want. Their predicament further makes explicit assumptions that working in 
Jordan is somehow exceptional in that it requires a particular and different approach and 
form of “connections”—between and among local actors—to make projects work. As 
Bhabha suggests, this is what gives ambivalence of the colonial stereotype its power 
because it is a “discourse uttered between the lines and as such both against the rules [but 
also] within them,” which makes “taking up of any one position within a specific 
discursive form…always problematic” (Bhabha [1994] 2012: 128; 110). 
 
Updates from the Field: Transparent Reporting, or Making the Project “Fit” 
Employers expect local workers to promote project transparency and act as their 
“eyes and ears in the field” given their presumed familiarity with the local context (JAM 
2017); to share what is—or is not—working in terms of project implementation and 
meeting the needs of beneficiaries. Unlike orientalist stereotypes that frame Arabs as 
“gullible…inveterate liars…in everything oppose the clarity, directness and nobility of 
the Anglo-Saxon race,” employers recognize and consider locals an important source of 
legitimate and reliable local knowledge needed to make projects succeed (Said 1978: 38-
39). As one worker commented about her former employer, “[Organization X] would 




employers rely on them to collect needs assessments from beneficiaries, provide updates 
on local politics and security situations, and even contribute to future project planning 
and design because of their presumed local knowledge (AVF 2018; HIR 2017; MAZ 
2017; MMA 2017; OCF 2017). Numerous job advertisements targeting local workers 
(i.e., advertisements for “Jordanians only” or “National Staff only”) relatedly and 
explicitly call on local workers to “flag protection issues or areas of advocacy,” identify 
“realistic actions” to address needs gaps among beneficiaries, and ensure that 
organizations abide by national labor laws and “other legal requirements.” These 
descriptions are particularly prevalent for field officer or equivalent positions, but are 
articulated in other job roles as well (e.g., logistics officers).  
 However, workers also shared how their employers do not always want them to fit 
this ‘westernized professional’ role associated with providing objective, transparent 
information about project developments. Rather, employers expect them to use their local 
knowledge and networks as the ‘traditional local’ to make projects fit already established 
guidelines, deadlines, and project frameworks—no matter what the cost. As one worker 
who was asked to find housing for beneficiaries at an unrealistic fixed rent price set by 
the donor shared:  
Where am I going to find houses for 100 dinars in [my city]? But I am talking about donors 
who are not living in Jordan….I couldn’t find it, so I went back to my manager, and they 
raised it to 120 dinars. So I go and start looking…but I couldn’t find this either. I told my 
manager that we’re are not going to hit the target, and we are not going to help anyone like 
this… (OOC 2017) 
 
As this quote suggests, this worker is expected to fit donor demands to the local context 




impossible. Failing to achieve the latter means that the donor may retract the grant (if he 
does not find houses that fit the criteria, even if they do not exist); and the worker would 
be considered in part responsible for this loss. Yet, if the worker makes up numbers to 
maintain the grant (provides documentation of homes that fit the criteria, even if in reality 
they do not exactly fit the rent range), this would be a form of corruption and 
unprofessional; and also juxtaposed to his employer’s ‘westernized professional’ 
expectation.  
 Another local, who works as a consultant, shared a similar predicament related to 
a project evaluation she conducted for an organization in which her findings reflected 
poorly on this client. She told me she did not want to report false information in her 
evaluation about the actual project outcomes, which could ruin her credibility and 
reputation as a professional. Yet, her ability to recruit new clients as a consultant—her 
main source of income to support herself—relies on this organization’s recommendation 
to other stakeholders in the sector. She, like other local consultants who shared similar 
stories (HUS 2018; WAB 2018; ZMQ 2018), is clearly aware of her client's competing 
expectations of her and subsequently shared how she had to find a “balance between 
what the client organization wants and what are the findings of the work” (HAA 2017). 
After all, she must strategically please her client so that other organizations hear about 
her locally-informed, rigorous, and methodologically sound evaluations. 
 These latter examples are particularly important to consider given that 
organizations and donors do associate local workers and the local context with orientalist 




shared, for example, the “decision-makers from Geneva” schedule regular visits to Jordan 
because they “tell me that is good for them to see [the project]….so they know it is not 
just numbers [on paper]” (RAN 2017). Another interviewee who oversees projects 
funded by American entities explained to me how she has to work with her partner 
organizations in Jordan to write memos “that US money is not going to terrorists….to 
ISIS” (KRU 2017). Organizations also consider certain locations within Jordan as more 
susceptible to fraud than others, which leads them to implement projects in areas where 
the “the aid chain is more controlled” by international organizations (BEE 2018). These 
corruption assumptions are even directly and explicitly conveyed in relation to workers 
themselves. One interviewee told me, for example, how his organization initially 
withheld financial information that he needed to perform his role as a manager because 
they were concerned about cases of fraud and had trouble believing that he would have 
clearance “as a Jordanian” to obtain those documents (KEL 2017). 
 It is subsequently ambivalent in many cases as to how local workers should meet 
their employers’ conflicting expectations to be ‘westernized professionals’ that promote 
project transparency and ‘traditional locals’ that make projects fit the local context when 
the latter contradicts the former. As Bhabha notes, ambivalence creates the appearance of 
difference or a “strategy of reform” (in this case, framing workers’ local knowledge as a 
way to implement more locally-informed projects and promoting project transparency), 
but is actually a strategy that simultaneously “camouflage[s]” the articulation of the status 






“Being Arab”: Helping or Hurting Project Outcomes 
Assumptions of local workers’ social and emotional affinities as Arabs— 
“because it is in [our] Arab culture to help”— also inform employers’ expectations (SOM 
2017): Employers assume that their local employees can and will resolve personnel issues 
that arise among beneficiaries and staff during the course of a project. 
In terms of the beneficiaries, workers are expected to use their social and 
emotional affinities to mitigate community tensions that arise in response to aid 
allocations. One interviewee who is responsible for distributing cash and non-food items 
directly to beneficiaries notes how his position requires that he comfort individuals that 
do not qualify for aid from his organization in order to maintain the good image of his 
employer within the community. He shared the following:  
Sometimes you know when we do [an aid] distribution….you distribute let’s say for 100 
families. But you find 200 or 250 [waiting for you]. So when you start talking to the people, 
[you have to start] saying sorry, this is all we got, [and] sometimes we just keep giving them 
promises that we cannot keep, but just to give them hope. When you give [them] hope, even 
if it is a white lie, at least we are giving them something as hope, because we cannot support 
all these people…[since] we are in the field…[the beneficiaries] look at us [personally the 
workers] because we are the image of the organization. (OOC 2017)  
 
He also noted, like several other workers I spoke with (ABD 2018; FOC 2017), that he 
takes it upon himself to find solutions for these individuals who do not receive support; 
referring them to other groups he knows that may assist them or even helping them 
directly in his free time. How this worker “gives hope” and meets with these individuals 
personally on his off days—and frames these practices as strategies to maintain the 




workers as able to easily relate to all other Arabs and locals, and willing to work at any 
time because it is in “their culture” to help. 
 Other interviewees told similar stories. One worker, for example, shared how his 
employer expected him—albeit not explicitly articulated in his job description—to go 
“drink tea” with some of the target beneficiaries during his day off to resolve some issues 
between his organization and this community so the project could proceed as planned 
(MAD 2018). In another case, a local worker was specifically recruited by the director of 
the organization to act as her on-call personal liaison to resolve issues with beneficiaries: 
since “you speak like them and know their culture” (JAM 2017). Orientalism’s framing 
of colonial strategy assumes that any qualities associated with the Arab subject would be 
framed as negative, inferior, and lacking in relation to the West. Yet, this desirable 
framing of the Arab’s propensity to help suggests a much more ambivalent picture than a 
west-rest binary. 
 These assumptions of local workers as willing to help and able to easily relate to 
all other locals also explain employers’ expectations of them in terms of staff relations. 
Workers shared how they are often expected to act as informal social workers to mediate 
conflicts between their local colleagues—whether or not they are actually trained to do 
so.63 Local workers are likewise expected to “teach” their international staff counterparts 
how to interact with locals, even if this is not always articulated explicitly in their initial 
job descriptions. One worker described how his boss asked him for instructions on how 
 
63 It should be noted that many organizations do provide staff trainings that may address these skill gaps, 




to greet beneficiaries in a “culturally-sensitive” way after some cultural 
miscommunication with some beneficiaries almost jeopardized the continued 
implementation of the project (FOC 2017). One worker laughs when she describes her 
role in a similar regard as “capacity-building” for “the expatriates in the high positions” 
of her NGO (MHI 2017). For another worker, he also does this for his “senior, even 
junior international friends [who are staff in other organizations]….good friends, but they 
don’t understand anything. Even the language…so I am [the bridge]” (FCA 2018). Even 
during interviews, workers in mid-management and logistics positions received calls 
from their foreign managers regarding both professional (i.e., project related) but also 
personal (i.e., day care, holidays) matters related to working and residing in Jordan (JAM 
2017; HSH 2017; HIR 2017).  
 Yet, in other parts of their jobs, we do see the re-emergence of orientalist 
assumptions of workers’ social and emotional affinities—and Arab culture generally— as 
problematic and “lethargic” (Said 1978: 39); undermining the work of the organization. 
Job descriptions that call on local workers to “be professional,” “be able to work in a 
multicultural and ethnically diverse environment,” “maintain confidentiality of projects,” 
and “represent the best image” of organizations both “during and after work hours” 
already start to suggest that the local is conceptualized as tenuous in terms of professional 
capacities given that comparable work descriptions for international staff posts do not 
often include such language. Numerous interviewees also expressed frustration related to 
Arabs and Arab social traditions as slowing their projects’ development (too many hours 




regard as “impossible” (TMM 2018). Or, as one non-local worker shared in frustration 
about how socializing at work slows the pace in her work environment, “We had an Arab 
coffee break today” (MAG 2018). 
 It is subsequently not clear as to when and how local employees should act as 
‘Arabs’ who engage in emotional and social labor to make projects work; or as 
‘westernized professionals’ who are dispassionate, objective, and distinct from traditional 
local culture both in and beyond the scope of the workplace. This seems to reflect what 
Bhabha notices about positive stereotypes associated with the colonized subject. Their 
ambivalence “does not merely ‘rupture’ the discourse, but becomes transformed into an 
uncertainty which fixes the colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence…[by which I mean] 
incomplete…[which] strategically turns the discriminated subject…into an object of 
paranoid classification” (Bhabha [1994]2012: 123; 162).  
 
Compensating for Ambivalence: Local Workers’ Hybridized Labor Practices 
The culmination of these examples highlights how organizations’ conflicting 
expectations make it difficult for locals to perform the ideal worker for their employers. 
Locals are clearly aware of these contradictions and how it affects the ways in which 
they are expected to complete their duties within the aid sector as a result. So how do 
workers respond to their employers’ ambivalent desires?  
I find that workers intentionally engage in specific forms of extra work outside of 
their job descriptions, what I call hybridized labor; to demonstrate that they are aid 




by working to distinguish themselves as employees who are local, but also not too local; 
‘westernized professionals’ who are still local enough to make projects work in the local 
context. I find that this hybridized labor takes place both within and outside of the 
workplace and official working hours, and assumes at least two forms: work related to 
improving projects’ transparency and labor related to workers’ professional status and 
image. 
 
Hybridized Labor to Improve Project Transparency 
In order to distance themselves from assumptions that local workers are more 
susceptible to corruption, wasta, and falling into perceived local cultural traditions that 
employers might deride as antithetical to the ideal ‘westernized professional,’ multiple 
workers discuss how they engage in specific activities to prove—and even improve—the 
transparency mechanisms included within projects for reporting purposes. For example, 
one interviewee discussed how he took the initiative to photograph, time stamp, and 
include proof of the location for every distribution activity that his organization conducts 
in order to build trust with his western management and donors; to show that the project 
is working in the ways outlined in the original proposal (UIR 2017). Another worker, 
who is the director of his organization, told me how he created a mobile application for 
field office workers to report directly on the progress of the project on the spot (KEL 
2017). This information is shared with everyone involved in the project immediately and 
in real time—including the donors. He emphasized the following words when he 
discusses this application: real time, efficiency, accountability, and transparency. This 




our meeting and was earning him a strong reputation among donors; muting discussions 
on whether or not one should work with this Jordanian-run organization in the first place. 
The fact that he (and the first interviewee) compensates—and works—in ways that 
diverge from his co-expatriate directors (who are not devoting, or even expected to, 
similar time to such app developments for example) highlights how locals perform a 
specific type of labor to negotiate ambivalent constructions associated with the local as 
both desirable (e.g., local knowledge) and problematic (e.g., corrupt, untrustworthy). 
 How they use certain forms of documentation practices to track projects, and even 
use buzzwords like “real-time” and “accountability,” highlight that knowing how to 
signal and construct themselves as trustworthy to stakeholders through particular 
practices constructed and valued as western is also part of the hybridized labor and work 
they engage in to show they are local, but not too local. Or as another worker shared 
about reporting cases of misconduct to the leadership in the country office, “my 
[European] supervisor taught me how to report misconduct….in a structured way….so 
when the management sees it, they take it seriously” (LUN 2017). 
 
Timing Hybridized Labor  
However, for this hybridized labor to be effective, locals must also know when to 
improve project transparency as part of their work. For example, one interviewee (along 
with others) told me how he was actually discouraged by leadership in his organization 
when he tried to report corruption at one point during the project timeline:  
They do not take it as integrity, they take it as you don’t know how to work….this dilemma 




light to report these frauds and things and save lives, but my supervisor was very…very 
clear….and he put me in the reality. He told me, ‘You are not going to save everyone’s lives 
[and] it is not like you are going to report some things because we do not like to hear these 
things [even though] you will discover it. (LUN 2017)  
 
For this worker, his efforts to promote transparency at this particular moment is perceived 
by his organization as undermining the flow of the project; perhaps even threatening the 
organizations’ funding and support for current and future initiatives. His hybridized labor 
to distance himself from undesirable associations of local workers with corruption fails in 
this case and ironically becomes framed as a poor reflection on his professionalism; 
reifying another negative association related to local workers.  
 Yet, in a related case, where one worker discussed how he actually plays up his 
“local wasta” along with his strong record working with “international organizations” as 
part of his hybridized labor to signal to NGOs that he is local enough to help NGOs 
expedite bureaucratic procedures to register their operations in the Kingdom, as well as a 
reliable professional accustomed to international organizations’ ways of working, he too 
faces challenges (ABT 2018). While this branding would suggest that he appears as the 
ideal local, but not too local worker (which does help him acquire clients), he shares how 
he had to negotiate receiving his salary from one key client because the organization did 
not feel comfortable transferring his payments to his account until they are officially 
registered and present in the country. Despite his efforts, the organization’s perceptions 
of the local as more susceptible to fraud made it difficult for this worker to expedite their 
registration without their financial support in the agreed timeline (as he had to take on 
additional work that would pay him in the interim so that he still had income while he 




efficient worker as a result. As these latter two examples suggest, the ambivalence 
embedded in employers’ conflicting expectations of their local employees means that 
locals’ hybridized labor does not always work in satisfying their employers in the ways 
workers anticipate: “the colonized population is…deemed to be both the cause and effect 
of the system, imprisoned in the circle of interpretation” ([1994] 2012: 119). 
 
Hybridized Labor to Prove Professionalism 
Nonetheless, I find that locals continue to engage in hybridized labor; to also 
prove their professionalism. They work to brand themselves as merit-based, objective, 
skilled, and hardworking ‘westernized professionals.’ Outside of their typical work hours, 
for example, interviewees of all ages discussed how they spend time to “develop” 
themselves through higher education programs, language courses, and skill-related 
trainings. While they sometimes discussed what these courses taught them in terms of 
content, workers placed most of their emphasis in their stories on who sponsored these 
activities: accredited institutions from Europe, the United States, and Canada in a 
majority of the cases. Participating in these programs provides a way for these workers to 
associate and legitimize their skills and expertise (including their local knowledge) as 
western trained and certified. Workers’ continued engagement in these activities during 
their off-work hours further legitimizes their skills, practices, and knowledge as current 
and up-to-date; allowing them to consistently distance themselves from negative 
perceptions of locals’ professional, technical capacities. 
 Locals also work to prove professionalism during these off-work hours through 




translates into workers spending time and effort—almost always without monetary 
compensation—to make projects work better. Workers voluntarily devote efforts to 
create new ideas for their organization (“I created a new plan so that we can meet a larger 
number of target beneficiaries” [HAT 2018]), agree to Skype calls with headquarters 
during off-work and night hours, and meet with donors visiting on weekends, as just 
some examples. Yet, the collective success of all of these workers' various actions in 
demonstrating their value for their employers highlights that it is not necessarily the 
content, but perhaps the timing once again of these workers’ hybridized labor that makes 
it effective. After all, they dispel negative assumptions related to locals’ work ethic and 
efficiency because they engage in this labor during periods in which they fully know they 
will not receive compensation for their efforts. 
 Workers’ positions within organizations further shape how they use hybridized 
labor to prove professionalism during their off-work hours. For example, a local director 
explained how he makes more time now given his leadership position to spend leisure 
hours with international staff management—“to socialize and live like an expat”— to 
show that he “works” and can “act like them” both during and “outside” of work. 
However, he also noted that he has to “keep up” with his “other tasks that the other CDs 
[country directors] don’t have”—noting family and community obligations as 
examples—given his “position as a local” (KEL 2017). This worker intentionally uses his 
leisure to build trust with his non-local, mostly western counterparts; to show he is “like 
them” both in and outside of the workplace. Yet, he also highlights his obligations to his 




commitment characteristics. This worker’s hybridized labor, in the form of relational 
routines between western and local communities, allows him to successfully negotiate the 
west-rest binary to show he is a local worker who has the capacity and skill to mingle and 
work among various groups; a westernized—and local—professional. He further 
performs the role of a family man and community member as a way to highlight his 
connections to the local, and to counteract negative assumptions related to locals’ 
accountability (i.e., brand himself as a dedicated professional). 
 Similarly, other workers discussed how they devote significant efforts to take 
advantage of their “in-between” positions: to brand themselves as westernized—and 
local—professionals during work-hours. As one local consultant shared: 
When [organizations] employ me, I have to demonstrate the quality of what I give. It's 
really...very high. So they come back to me. […] I don't like my work to be generic. I like to 
act carefully, credibly, technically sound. All the questions that the people who hired me want 
to know…I like to do the field research myself…and I stay usually on site….because it gives 
you a sense of the dynamics in the community. (RAL 2018) 
 
She told me that her “brand” is her methods, especially “going to the field” because it 
distinguishes her from other consultants that she describes as “just working from their 
desks in Amman…or even in Europe!” Her emphasis on “going to the field” and “just 
working from their desks” and expressions like “technically sound” suggest that how she 
retrieves her information is strategic and central to her hybridized labor; to prove to her 
clients that her work is of high “quality” that is comparable—or even surpassing—the 
work of western consultants. However, she also noted that her “brand” of going to the 
field is only part of the reason why she has a strong reputation within the Jordanian aid 




is a Jordanian woman who is willing to go alone to the field in the first place; defying 
assumptions usually associated with local women as dependent and confined to strict 
roles in the home. Stated differently, she intentionally highlights her gender in connection 
with her nationality and local status to describe her work patterns in ways that other 
consultants may not necessarily need to—or can— emphasize in order to obtain jobs and 
offers accordingly. She subsequently devotes significant parts of her daily routine to 
demonstrate, perform, and negotiate her role as a “Middle Eastern woman" within the 
workplace as part of her hybridized labor. 
 We can see from these two examples that workers engage in particular relational 
routines both in and outside of the workplace to frame themselves as individuals who are 
local enough—to easily meet and live in Jordanian communities (outside of the capital in 
this case of the latter consultant)—but also not too local (i.e., ‘westernized professionals’ 
who are able to easily relate to non-local colleagues socially and in terms of their work 
quality and standards). While their presence among managers and consultants ruptures 
perceptions of these positions as ‘expatriate’ ones, and even challenges negative 
perceptions and tropes associated with local workers’ gender and family roles, their 
hybridized labor nonetheless represents a critical form and point of differentiation that 
reinscribes their position as the Other among their colleagues. 
 
Defending Hybridized Labor 
 Despite what may appear as workers’ ‘successful’ hybridized labor in these latter 




expertise and related qualifications to prove themselves as professionals. For example, 
one local consultant I met says organizations “like” that he is “trained” in North America, 
because he “brings an international and local perspective” to his work. While this worker 
leverages this sentiment to obtain consultancies in response (part of his hybridized labor), 
his clients still question his evaluations: 
When I did the report, they [the organization’s management] just stared at it. They are like, 'I 
don't know how to read this.' …They tried so hard to push me to restructure [it] in the same 
way that this other person did it before…because [this] somebody else, a white person, did a 
report that they acknowledged wasn't great, but they looked at it as a reference, like this is 
how it should be...even though they all acknowledge that this is not a good quality 
product…and they wanted someone who would come up with something better. (HUS 2018)  
 
As this worker suggests, his expertise and the quality of his work are still compared and 
“referenced” in relation to a western—and white—standard; even when the desirability of 
the western standard is considered tenuous. He must subsequently engage in another form 
of hybridized labor—in the form of oral explanation—as to why his work is the good 
local (i.e., locally-informed data), but not too local (i.e., it is a quality report that meets 
western standards) given that it diverges from the usual model of reporting that the 
organization is accustomed to. 
 In a related case, a local manager shared how his “good work” and ability to meet 
deadlines at rates that surpassed his expatriate counterparts was not met with praise for 
his professional skills and work ethic, but was rather met with the response that “you 
must have good wasta” (AVF 2018). Another worker who is a young local in a position 
that has usually been occupied by experienced and older expatriate and western hires, 
described something similar, telling me that “thirty percent” of his time in meetings with 




place…that you are important. And that you are going to give him or her something very 
important” (LUN 2017). He likewise must devote significant labor as part of his work to 
prove his expertise not only given his young age, but also because—and like the 
aforementioned manager—his very presence as a local in his position challenges the 
usual models of local-western hiring hierarchies within aid operations. 
 
Hybridized Labor: Working for What? 
Through these examples, it is increasingly clear that local hires in the aid sector 
must engage in a specific type of labor to satisfy their employers. This labor is unique to 
local employees; and comes in response to organizations’ ambivalent constructions of the 
ideal local worker. How locals engage in these various forms of hybridized labor, along 
with their mixed receptions in different contexts, suggest that perhaps the ideal local 
worker may be one, who, is not necessarily law-abiding and transparent in terms of work 
practices or professional in the sense of credentials. Rather, the ideal local worker is one 
who convincingly performs the local, but not too local in a way that contributes to 
successful project outcomes. 
 However, the fact that workers’ hybridized labor lead to results that are not 
always anticipated emphasize once again that organizations’ concept of the ideal local, 
but not too local worker is ambivalent; but strategically. Because it is difficult, if not 
impossible, for workers to know how to fully satisfy their employers’ conflicting 




as aid professionals in ways that reinforce their distinction as ‘locals’ within the aid 
sector; and explicitly and implicitly benefit employers and project outcomes as a result. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how local workers perform specific types of hybridized labor to 
negotiate, and fit into, an ideal local worker image within Jordan’s aid sector. This work 
is unique to local aid workers specifically, given that workers perform this type of labor 
in response to organizations’ conflicting expectations of them in terms of how they 
should contribute to successful project outcomes. As these findings demonstrate, 
however, workers’ hybridized labor—their work to distinguish themselves as ideal local, 
but not too local workers—does not always lead to the outcomes they anticipate or desire. 
They must constantly work to negotiate employers’ expectations for locals who fit their 
models of the ‘westernized professional’ and the ‘traditional local’ simultaneously. 
 Elaborating literature on aid brokers and building upon scholarship that shows 
how cultural assumptions and stereotypes shape organizations’ construction of the ideal 
local worker in other transnational sectors, aid workers’ hybridized labor in Jordan 
highlights that employers’ construction of the ideal local worker is not always as clear-
cut as one might anticipate; and instead is structured to be strategically ambivalent. 
Organizations’ conflicting expectations and mixed notions of what constitutes the ideal 
local worker place locals in the difficult, and sometimes impossible, position to prove 




continue to engage in this extra labor to prove themselves as the latter in ways that 
subsequently benefit employers as well. 
 The culmination of these dynamics, and how this ambivalence and particular form 
of labor distinguishes local workers as the Other, highlights how Bhabha’s “almost the 
same, but not white” argument holds important explanatory value to more fully 
understand how hierarchies of power are embedded and reified within labor arrangements 
in the aid sector. As this chapter shows, it is not just the formal labor conditions of 
national employees that structure the production of labor within the aid sector, but it is 
also employers’ informal and ambiguous meanings they associate with local workers that 
organizes how aid ‘works.’ Acknowledging this ambivalence and how it shapes the 
production of labor may provide one way for future studies to critically situate and 
examine aid operations within broader conversations related to global transformations of 
work; and to further elaborate analyses of global and transnational processes and 







CHAPTER FOUR  
LEARNING TO LEVERAGE THE LOCAL: HOW JORDANIAN AID 




 This chapter explores how workers make sense of their jobs in the aid sector, and 
the meanings associated with their positions as local employees. Through their jobs, 
workers learn that being a local employee holds particular meanings within the 
transnational aid sector that situates them as subordinate and distinct from foreign 
colleagues and employers. These meanings often contradict workers’ actual skills, 
capacities, and roles in their organizations, yet still persist: structuring aid operations in 
ways that exacerbate local employees’ precarity and restrict their social mobility. So how 
do workers respond? Scholarship on humanitarianism is scant in its attention to local 
employees, let alone how they make sense of their jobs in the aid sector. When local 
actors are acknowledged, they are assumed to desire aid work for its economic and social 
benefits, therefore willing to fit into the labels imposed on them. However, I find that 
workers respond to these local labels in an unexpected way: they mobilize their local 
identities to critique the very same body of actors that distinguishes them as locals in the 
first place. Specifically, employees reframe their work routines, including the extra work 
they engage in during their leisure time, as ‘true’ humanitarianism, motivated by their 
identities as local Jordanians, not their jobs. The latter becomes a key strategy for 
employees to make sense not only of their work, but also themselves: to negotiate the 




recasting themselves as the true humanitarians in this way, workers reappropriate the 
local worker as desirably different from the foreign, non-local aid professional and 
employer. However, in doing so, workers become complicit in reproducing the very 
binaries between the local and the global that inform and structure their subordinate 
positions within the aid labor hierarchy. 
 
Introduction 
 The daily routine of local aid workers in Jordan was often described during the 
time of my research as long and unpredictable. For many, hours-long commutes to 
project sites, refugee camps, or other cities in the country mark the beginning, middle, 
and end of the work day. Conducting trainings, material distributions, and health check-
ups for aid recipients are peppered throughout. And of course, there is the never-ending 
task of reporting: building the paper trail of successful projects and writing up proposals 
for new ones. 
Many workers described the culmination of these tasks and such routines as 
grueling, both mentally and physically. This is compounded by the fact that workers 
engage in specific forms of labor (Chapter 3), or calculations thereof (Chapter 2), to 
negotiate their employers’ expectations as well as the sector’s ever-growing audit culture. 
Plus, workers often expressed frustration in interviews about the precarious contract 
conditions they face, and the limited career trajectories available to them given their 
status as local hires. All of this would suggest aid work may just be the perfect recipe for 




explained these daily work routines as what it takes to be a true humanitarian. In fact, 
they were even engaging in extra work during their leisure time, framing it as their duty 
as local Jordanians. 
 Interdisciplinary scholarship on humanitarianism and development has explored 
questions related to aid professionals’ motivations to pursue careers in aid, and even more 
specifically why they are willing to ‘sacrifice’ on the job and go beyond the scope of their 
assigned duties (Heron 2007; Malkki 2015; Roth 2015). Mapping onto broader literature 
related to the third sector and ‘meaningful’ work (Bellah et al. 1985; Bunderson and 
Thompson 2009; Ross, Deka and Wrzesniewski 2010; Taylor and Roth 2019; 
Wrzesniewski 2003), scholars show how humanitarian aid professionals’ pursuit of aid 
work is motivated by factors beyond economic incentives. Aid workers receive personal 
as well as social benefits from their jobs that make their work meaningful to them (de 
Jong 2011; Fechter 2012). As such, even if and when aid workers experience 
disillusionment and stress in their (often) underpaid roles and occupations (in comparison 
to for-profit sectors, but see Stroup 2012 for a critique), or encounter ‘the dark side’ of 
meaningful work (Oelberger 2019), workers are able to negotiate and make sense of how 
and why they ‘sacrifice’ in the manners that they do because of these meanings and 
benefits they associate with their jobs. 
 Yet, surprisingly, and despite their overwhelming and growing role in aid, local 
workers are rarely, if ever, included in studies or evaluations of ‘humanitarian 
professionals’. The latter group is often presumed to be employees moving from Global 




fact, local humanitarian aid workers are often not acknowledged as aid employees or 
professionals at all: They are overwhelmingly referred to as ‘the local population’ or 
‘local brokers’ who ‘help’ to make aid projects work for organizations and leadership 
imagined as elsewhere and distinct from the local context (For a discussion of this, see 
Pascucci 2018; Ong and Combinido 2018; Peters 2016). When local actors are discussed 
in the literature, as well as in popular discourse, their motivations to pursue aid work are 
often flattened to economic explanations, in which locals desire aid employment because 
of its usual association with high salaries in comparison to other forms of work available 
to them in the national context. Workers I interviewed for this project often iterated this 
sentiment as well, saying how there are ‘so many’ Jordanians that want to work in the 
humanitarian field because of ‘the perks’ and ‘the good pay,’ especially given the high 
rate of unemployment in the country. 
 However, I find that the case of aid workers in Jordan offers a more nuanced story 
than this literature and even some of the workers in this project might predict. 
Specifically, workers learn through their jobs that being a local employee in Jordan or 
elsewhere holds particular meanings within the transnational aid sector that positions 
them as subordinate and distinct from foreign colleagues and employers. As the previous 
chapters have already alluded to, these meanings often contradict workers’ actual skills, 
capacities, and roles for their organizations, yet persist and continue to structure aid 
operations accordingly. Many workers subsequently describe their jobs as precarious 




status formally and informally shape their upward mobility in the aid labor hierarchy, 
even during this period of localization.  
Amidst a weak labor market and high unemployment, however, we might assume 
that workers learn to accept these local meanings imposed on them in order to keep their 
jobs. Yet, and while workers do want to keep their jobs and engage in particular forms of 
labor as a result, I find that they also respond to the local meanings imposed on them in 
an unexpected way: they mobilize their local identities to critique the very same body of 
actors that distinguishes them as locals in the first place. Specifically, employees reframe 
their work routines, including the extra work they engage in during their leisure time, as 
‘true’ humanitarianism, work that is motivated by their identities as local Jordanians, not 
their jobs. The latter becomes a key strategy for employees to make sense not only of 
their work, but also themselves: to negotiate the precarity and restricted social mobility 
they experience as a result of their positions as local aid employees. They frame 
themselves as choosing to ‘stay local’ because they are invested in vulnerable 
communities, and make sense of their overtime work in terms of Jordanian cultural 
norms. By recasting themselves as the true humanitarians in this way, workers 
reappropriate the local worker as desirably different from the foreign non-local aid 
professional and employer. However, in doing so, workers become complicit in 
reproducing the very binaries between the local and the global that structure their 
subordinate positions as ‘locals’ within the aid labor hierarchy as well. 
As the following discussion in this chapter highlights, the ways in which local 




their local Jordanians identities is because of how they experience their jobs as local aid 
workers. They acquire and develop meanings of what and who is ‘local’ because of their 
labor conditions and workplace interactions, not necessarily because they hold particular 
meanings of the local prior. How workers reappropriate their local identities as a form of 
resistance highlights how locals’ structural positions within the transnational aid sector 
reproduce their exclusion, rather than inclusion in unforeseen ways. 
 
Literature Review 
Interdisciplinary scholarship on humanitarianism and development has explored 
individuals’ motivations to pursue careers in the aid sector (Heron 2007; Hindman 2011), 
as well as how they make sense of their jobs as aid workers or ‘humanitarians’ more 
specifically (Fechter and Hindman 2011; Stirrat 2008). Scholars have shown how 
individuals may leave more lucrative positions in the private sector, for example, to 
pursue what they see as more ‘meaningful work’ in aid; motivated by purposes beyond 
profits (See Roth 2015 for an overview; also see Oelberger et al. 2017). In some cases, 
workers are framed to desire jobs that have social benefits for those in need. In other 
cases, scholars show how workers seek aid jobs in search for other personal benefits such 
as professional development (Malkki 2015), volunteer experience (Mangold 2012), or 
even more comfortable living situations as ‘expatriates’ abroad (Fechter 2012; Hannaford 
2019). However, these motivations are not mutually exclusive, as workers often hold 




 Literature is subsequently rich in showing how it is these multiple motivations, 
the personal and social benefits that aid workers accrue from their positions, that shape 
why and how they may be willing to sacrifice on the job: to go beyond the scope of their 
assigned duties. It is these meanings workers associate with their jobs, which may 
include, but is usually not limited to a desire to help those in need, that inform and 
explain the actions they take in their aid worker roles accordingly.  
 These themes are central to classical and contemporary sociological scholarship 
and explanations related to why workers sacrifice on the job; how they understand their 
work as ‘meaningful’ in ways that motivate them to go beyond the scope of duty in their 
work roles. Broadly speaking, scholarship has offered two categories of explanations for 
these dynamics: literature that cites individual benefits to explain individuals’ motivations 
to frame their work in this way versus social benefits. In the former, workers understand 
themselves as especially talented for a particular role (i.e., this is my vocation in life), or 
obtain a sense of personal satisfaction and fulfillment by working beyond the 
requirements of their jobs (Dik and Duffy 2009; Kuhn et al., 2008). They might obtain 
the ‘feel good’ sense because they obtain “autonomy, dignity, and respect” through their 
work, both within, but also outside of the workplace, as just some examples (Simpson et 
al. 2014; Sayer 2007 ctd. from Taylor and Roth 2019). On the other hand, workers are 
willing to sacrifice on the job based on perceptions that their work creates social benefits 
for others (Bailey and Madden 2017; Wrzesniewski, 2003). They frame their work as 
pertinent for the betterment of society. In both cases, the worker is assumed to consider 




and work beyond the expectations associated with their positions (see Oelberger 2019 for 
a discussion). 
 The meanings workers associate with their jobs, how they make sense of their 
work, and how they subsequently labor accordingly, is important to consider given that 
the conditions of aid work make the sector ripe for employee burnout. Aid work can be 
grueling in terms of the physical daily routines (e.g., living and working in what may be 
impoverished areas, traveling to different aid recipient areas, the banality and tediousness 
of counting, reporting, and funding-related activities) as well as the mental ones (e.g., 
witnessing crisis on a daily basis, interacting with vulnerable and displaced populations) 
(Hyndman 2000; Roth 2015; Slim 1997). Plus, aid work is not necessarily as altruist as 
some workers anticipate (Hilhorst 2003; Yarrow 2008; also see Fassin 2012; Slim 2015); 
organizational competition for funding and projects is also part of the job (Krause 2014; 
Mueller-Hirth 2012).  
These findings map onto dynamics of third sector work more broadly, referring to 
those organizations and entities who are considered value-driven rather than profit-
driven, including the humanitarian aid actors in our present case (Roth and Taylor 2019: 
258; also see Salamon and Sokolowski 2016; Viterna et al. 2015). Third sector work is 
often underpaid and stressful, something particularly salient for front-line workers (i.e., 
health care providers, social workers) who are often the first and main point of contact in 
providing services between their organization and the recipient. Scholarship subsequently 
shows how workers in such third sector jobs develop particular strategies to negotiate 




In many cases, they leverage particular meanings of their work as moral and for the social 
good (See Bunderson and Thompson 2009 for a review). Making sense of work in this 
way allows them to: mediate the social and economic tensions and insecurities associated 
with their jobs; navigate their own feelings of stress and disillusionment related to their 
positions and employers; and reconfigure their work into something that is empowering 
for them or others (Dempsey and Saunders 2010; Lipsky 1980; Oelberger 2019; Pratt and 
Ashforth 2003; Rosso, Dekas and Wrzesniewski 2010). 
However, and while there are a plethora of studies that explore the motivations 
and experiences of aid workers and how they make sense of their jobs, this literature 
focuses on those employed outside of their home country: expatriate, international aid 
professionals. Yet, this group only represents a small portion of aid labor. Over 90 
percent of the aid workforce globally is composed of individuals considered ‘local’ or 
‘national’ aid employees who are employed in their home countries; the crisis-affected 
contexts in which aid organizations operate (Roth 2015: 8).   
However, scholarship on humanitarianism and development has been scant in its 
attention to local employees’ motivations to pursue aid jobs, as well as how they make 
sense of their work. Local hires are rarely even categorized or acknowledged as 
employees of these organizations in the first place (Ong and Combinido 2018; Pascucci 
2018); and the category of ‘aid professional’ is subsumed to refer exclusively to 
international staff. When local actors are acknowledged, and unlike international aid 
workers who are framed as holding multiple motivations for their work, they are often 




high salaries or wages compared to the national average in many countries where aid 
organizations operate (i.e., in the Global South). Local workers are also and subsequently 
framed as eager and willing to work to make donors’ priorities and projects ‘fit’ the local 
context (Lewis and Mosse 2006; Swidler and Watkins 2017; Watkins et al. 2012), with 
some studies even showing how workers purposefully and willingly perform ‘the local,’ 
the ‘authentic African’ (Watkins and Swidler 2013) or the uneducated or illiterate (Peters 
2016)—to keep their jobs accordingly (also see Heaton-Shrestha 2006).  
Yet, this suggests a rather flat picture of the local aid worker that seems to be 
largely based on explanations of Global North-Global South economic disparities. We do 
not know how other factors shape local employees’ motivations to pursue aid jobs nor 
how they make sense of their work, including the ‘dark side’ of it that they may 
encounter as well. We also do not fully know what aid work means to local employees in 
the first place; and how these meanings may affect how workers actually labor on the job 
as a result. This, I argue, is largely because we lack a full understanding of local workers’ 
positions and participation as employees in the aid sector. We do not know how these on-
the-job experiences as aid employees shape the meanings they associate with their jobs 
accordingly.  
The following section subsequently explores the ways in which employees in 
Jordan acquire and develop meanings associated with their positions as local aid 
employees in the sector. As the following paragraphs detail, workers’ on-the-job 
experiences are often the site in which they acquire these meanings, particularly in terms 




meanings through how they make sense of their daily work routines in ways that are not 
necessarily expected.  
By studying the meanings local employees associate with their aid jobs, and how 
they make sense of their work in response, this case can provide one point of departure to 
address the broader tension in studies of work, occupations, and organizations related to 
the value of ‘meaningful work’ conceptually, a term that is often rendered trope status 
and criticized for lacking a clear definition in and of itself (Oelberger 2019; Taylor and 
Roth 2019). As scholars have noted, the important job ahead for researchers is to 
subsequently “explore empirical knowledge on how work is subjectively experienced 'on 
the ground' by workers in different social contexts, in particular occupations, sectors, and 
fields, and to keep a critical eye on the social and cultural constructions of what is 
defined as meaningful” (Taylor and Roth 2019: 258). Exploring the latter is further 
empirically important given the trend to localize aid in the sector. 
 
On-the-Job ‘Training’: Learning What it Means to be a Local Aid Worker 
Workers learn through their jobs that they are a particular type of aid worker: a 
local one. The contract conditions they encounter in the aid sector, as well as their 
interactions on the job, are constructed around understandings of ‘local’ employees as 
particular types of workers in the aid labor hierarchy. Specifically, employees come to 
learn that being a local means that they are somehow distinct from their foreign, 
international aid employers and colleagues as well as the global humanitarian arena 




precarity, upward mobility in the aid profession, and sense of value both in and outside of 
the workplace.  
 
Workers’ Contract Conditions: The Local as the Long-term, Short-term Hire 
One of the first topics that arose in my discussion with workers about “things they 
do not like about their work” was the issue of job security that they face as ‘local’ hires in 
the sector. At the time of this research, and as chapter two in particular details, many 
local aid workers were hired on short-term, project-based contracts. Almost always, these 
project-based jobs are positions for ‘local’ hires, articulated formally as ‘National staff’ 
or ‘Jordanians only’ on the contract specifically.64 These contracts are renewed arbitrarily 
in many cases, dependent upon whether or not aid employers receive funding to initiate 
new projects or extend their current ones. As one worker lamented: 
Because you never know…the donor might stop the fund or something might happen, 
but you never know so…we are renewed every six months. Til now…it is not stable 
work, to be honest. In the last month every six months, the last 10 days, we are just 
waiting. Are they going to renew it or…it is not a stable work…they should tell us 
before, but they haven’t…the issue is that you have to keep thinking of this every six 
months….and I am married and have a kid…in this job you cannot tell what’s going to 
happen. You cannot look for the future if you do not have a stable job. (OOC 2017) 
 
While some workers normalize this precarity as part of the workplace culture in 
humanitarian aid (e.g., “Yes, there is no stability. There is turnover…this happens in 
emergencies” [DEA 2017]), many workers are also and very much aware of the 
 
64 This is important to note because international, expatriate employees working in the Global South are 
often hired on contracts that are not tied to single projects. They usually receive a fixed, multi-year contract 
based on the length of their term at a particular duty station or location (i.e., an American manager in 




mismatch between aid operations’ construction of, and contracting practices with, local 
workers as ‘temporary’ hires versus the reality of their long-term roles in humanitarian 
operations on the ground. As one local worker sarcastically shared:  
Every time, “Hi, how are you? Where do you work right now?” So, imagine the feeling. 
So, for me, I feel like I am selling something. I don’t feel the ownership even though I 
have the ownership of the things [the projects]. I don’t feel like people feel it with me 
because I keep changing my position, although working in the same field, but you don’t 
feel loyal to an organization. This is an issue actually. At least for me. (SAL 2017) 
 
Or as another worker, who has been in the field moving from contract to contract for 
years described to me: 
 It is the expatriates in the leadership positions… [that come to me] because they know 
that I understand the mission very well. And all the tools and all the documents….and all 
the resources [laughs]. So, they keep coming to me [even though I just started with this 
employer]. (MHI 2018; emphasis added) 
 
These quotes begin to highlight how it is through their contract conditions, moving from 
one aid employer to the next, that workers learn what being ‘a local’ means in the aid 
sector: understood as only ‘temporary’ employees, whose careers beyond the project 
contract are inconsequential for aid employers. Even if and when local workers find that 
they are serving as the institutional memory of aid operations in protracted crisis contexts 
like Jordan, and that their expatriate colleagues and leadership who move from mission to 
mission are actually the more ‘temporary’ workers in practice, constructions of the local 
employee as a short-term hire remain embedded in the organization of aid work. 
 We can also see from these quotes that local hires’ contract conditions structure 
their personal awareness about their actions as ‘locals’ within the aid sector as well. 
While they want to keep their jobs, they also want to avoid appearing as “salesmen”: 




stakeholders and scholarship often already assume are the intentions and motivations of 
locals pursuing aid work. Indeed, aid employers often do provide lucrative salaries and 
perks that are not necessarily available in other sectors in Jordan. Yet, and as chapter two 
also shows, it is clear that workers’ short, temporary contract conditions structure their 
‘hustle’ and routines on the job as well.  
 Given these contract conditions, and the meanings associated with local hires that 
manifest from them, workers subsequently come to understand their jobs and positions in 
the aid sector as precarious, let alone pathways to sustainable careers. One worker, for 
example, told me that although he currently has a one year contract (the longest he ever 
had and something his employer recently switched to for their local employees), he still 
sees it as a “problem… [because] there is no security [in this field]….I am thinking to 
switch to the private sector…or to even open a supermarket,” what he considers as a 
potentially more “reliable” and stable form of work for supporting a family (DEA 2017). 
While sharing this information, he also described how he "had to rent” his current flat 
because he initially had trouble getting a loan from the bank to invest in a house because 
his contract was “too short with his employer to receive an approval from the bank for a 
loan.” Like ‘gig’ workers in other transnational industries (Ashford, Caza and Reid 2018; 
also see Kalleberg and Vallas 2018) the lack of stable contracts makes it difficult for 
workers to plan for their futures (and even obtain loans from banks to do so), something 
that was flagged as particularly problematic for workers who also provide for their 
families in the long-term. The meanings associated with the local worker in the aid sector 




(Standing 2011). Therefore, and perhaps ironically, many employees learn to associate 
their positions as ‘local aid workers’ in the same way that their employers do: as 
temporary ones.  
 
Value in the Workplace: The Local as Lacking  
Technical Capacities, Skills, and Expertise 
Through interactions on the job, workers further learn that being a local employee 
is associated with a certain level of capacities and skills that are often mismatched with 
their actual abilities.  
For example, workers often shared how non-local expatriate colleagues, many of 
whom represent the face and leadership of their employers, are ‘surprised’ that local 
workers in Jordan were educated, often expecting that they will need basic training even 
if and when they have experience in the field:  
Most of the expat [workers] have the experience in Africa, or very eastern Asia, or 
southern America where they...are in less established countries than Jordan...people tell 
me very directly that usually when recruiting national staff, we have to train them from 
zero. So, when it comes to technology, [the expats tell me that] people do not have that 
expertise so we have to do things on papers […] while in Jordan, [we are] more 
established and have access to these new technologies... (OCF 2017) 
 
Workers subsequently begin to learn from their expatriate colleagues that being ‘local’ or 
‘national staff’ in the aid sector is associated with limited capacities, if any at all. Even if 
or when local workers do have training, skills, and experience with ‘technology,’ their 
colleagues seem to be ironically ill-equipped to adapt; to change the way of work 




with their technical capacities meant that they often felt underwhelmed and even ‘bored’ 
in their jobs because they were not taken seriously for their skills or experience. As one 
worker lamented, he felt “insecure” in his work “in terms of challenges…when there is a 
lack of challenge…you begin to doubt your abilities in general” (HAT 2018). In some 
cases, workers even left their employers, despite the risk of facing unemployment, 
because they did not feel ‘appreciated’ for their professional and technical capacities 
because of their status as ‘local staff.’ 
 My discussions with workers in regards to their jobs and perceptions of their 
technical capacities often included explicit comparative references to ‘Africa’ as well, 
such as the following statement from one local worker: 
[International staff leadership] treats Jordan like African countries…I am not 
underestimating Africa…but sometimes they treat you like you are coming from one of 
these countries where the education level is very low. So, you have to prove to them that 
we are in Jordan. Wake up…we are people with experience. (LUN 2017) 
 
We can see from this quote that workers come to understand, and try to resist, the ways in 
which what and who is ‘local’ in the humanitarian system is flattened in practice not only 
in terms of their skills, but also in terms of the local’s geographic location: in which the 
local aid worker category is subsumed and homogenized to include a wide array of 
populations from the Global South. While they may be from a highly educated, 
developing country like Jordan, workers learn that local aid employees are often 
collectively considered equivalent in terms of their capacities and skills whether or not 
they are from more or ‘less established’ or underdeveloped regions elsewhere. 
Workers also and specifically expressed direct sentiments that they “maxed out” 




practices and labor hierarchies in aid are conditioned both formally and informally by 
one’s ‘local’ versus ‘non-local,’ ‘expatriate’ status. Formal grade systems in 
organizations and in UN bodies restrict local employees’ upward mobility and access to 
higher paying jobs in management and leadership positions (which are often only 
accessible to non-local staff), even in this era of localization. As one worker described to 
me in this regard: “I would like to be the first Jordanian […] I don’t like to work as a 
local…I have reached a level of experience in international organizations…either 
humanitarian or development that does not allow me to work as a local” (AAA 2018).  
These barriers to local workers’ upward mobility are also articulated beyond the 
grade system through informal interactions in the workplace. As one worker shared:  
It is when I try to...when I am faced by...that arrogance of.... I am going to say this 
tactfully. The arrogance of international experts who are...who come and think they 
know everything. And they are coming to teach everybody and they come with that kind 
of sense of entitlement of I know how things are, I know what things is. And... your 
cultural lens...your local lens does not have that much value because ‘we [they] know. 
We [they] have been doing this forever. We[they] developed this in the advanced 
[inaudible].’ So, there is that kind of sense of condescending attitude towards [us]… 
(HUS 2018) 
 
We can therefore see that it is not only workers’ expatriate colleagues’ low expectations 
of their skills and experience that shape local employees’ sense of value in the aid sector, 
but also the dissonance between how non-locals’ ‘experience’ and ‘expertise’ is valued in 
juxtaposition to their own, that contributes, and perhaps exacerbates, local employees’ 
sense of worth to their employers and belonging as aid professionals in the sector more 
broadly. 
Assumptions of who local workers are evidently shape not only their foreign 




workers’ themselves come to understand their own sense of worth, precarity, and 
investment in their job roles; what their work means to them. Frankly, they are 
underwhelmed not only by their job tasks, but also by their employers and expatriate 
colleagues’ short-sighted perceptions of their professional contributions and value within 
the workplace.  
 
Value Outside the Workplace: The Local as Multiple…and in Some Cases Meaningless 
While workers come to understand that their status as ‘local’ is a marker of 
inferiority and expendability in terms of their longevity and perceived value in the 
workplace, we might assume that being a local aid worker might hold different meanings 
among employees' friends and families. After all, previous scholarship argues that 
employment with aid organizations is an important form of power for individuals in their 
communities (Swidler and Watkins 2017; Heaton-Shrestha 2006), suggesting that the 
value workers accrue from their status outside of the workplace might serve as an 
important counterbalance to the precarity and subordination that workers encounter on 
the job. Yet, workers’ experiences suggest that meanings associated with the local aid 
worker are often more nuanced. 
As we might expect, many workers did indeed speak about how their aid jobs 
made their families proud. One worker shared how her dad boasts to his friends that his 
daughter is working for a German aid organization (ABD 2018). In another case, a 
worker shared how his overtime is a source of pride for his family: “Since I am working 




told a similar narrative, saying that she volunteers for extra work on the weekends 
because “My family is proud [of me] …and it gives me a way to escape from all the 
pressure and drama here in Amman [laughs]….and I am able to make a little more money 
on the side for my savings too….” (FIH 2017).  
As these quotes suggest, being a local worker employed by an international aid 
organization is a source of pride for some workers’ families, a marker that their sons and 
daughters are ‘doing well’ given that they have well-paid jobs against a backdrop of high 
rates of national unemployment. The workers themselves also benefit from these 
meanings associated with their jobs as they can frame their roles in, or absences from, the 
family (and the “pressure” and “drama” that might come with such interactions) in ways 
that resonate and are acceptable within their social circles. Such findings suggest that 
indeed, aid workers do gain important sources of social and economic capital—a certain 
level of prestige—outside the workplace because of the meanings associated with being a 
local aid worker. 
However, it is important to note that many of these workers I interviewed 
emphasized that these desirable meanings were not so much about their work in the aid 
sector as they were about them working for international employers (i.e., from Europe or 
North America). In fact, the worker whose dad boasted about his daughter’s job in the 
German aid organization expressed serious disappointment (and no longer bragged about 
her to his friends) once she started working for a local NGO instead (ABD 2018). This 
suggests that it is not ‘the local’ per se that holds particular meaning in and of itself, but it 




the meanings associated with the local aid worker both in, and also as we see in these 
narratives, beyond the workplace. Many workers in fact explained why their communities 
perceive their aid jobs in these ways as reflective of “oqdat alrajul al’abyad.” This 
roughly translates to “the white man complex,” and refers to the continued effects of 
colonial and imperial domination on how colonized populations (e.g., Jordanians) 
understand themselves and their value as secondary or less than to the colonizing powers 
(e.g., Western aid employers); and therefore, incongruous for the global arena.  
However, in other cases, local employees’ status as aid workers with these 
international employers are associated with undesirable meanings outside the workplace. 
This was particularly evident when workers reflected on how their families and friends 
perceived their daily routines related to their jobs. Specifically, families thought their 
work was unnecessarily ‘dangerous,’ and long in terms of hours, especially if they had to 
drive far and make long commutes as part of their daily routines to reach the refugee 
camps or aid recipients (something of particular concern in terms of ‘danger’ given 
Jordan’s poor roads and very high rate of fatal car accidents). Workers also and often 
described how their families did not even consider aid work as ‘real’ in the first place, let 
alone career-oriented. Many workers mentioned how their families thought they were just 
‘volunteers’ even if and when they started to bring home wages. Or as one employee 
shared how his decision to pursue work in the humanitarian sector in lieu of the private 
sector was frowned upon by his family:  
My family, they were fighting me actually from moving from a private company to [the 
UN] saying, “C’mon that is not stable” …my mother and my father they hated me with 
my job…because now I have moved from [my hometown] to Amman living by myself 





As this quote shows, meanings and constructions of aid organizations within Jordan are 
mixed, and do not always make families proud simply because their relatives work for 
international employers; even if their salaries might be higher than the national average. 
Rather, and among some communities, aid employers are associated with insecure and 
even dangerous jobs with limited career prospects.  
 It should also be noted that many workers I spoke with shared how their job and 
status as a local aid worker was not really even discussed in the first place, or even 
important, among their social circles. When asked “What does your friends and family 
think about your work?,” I often received answers such as “Well, I don’t know because it 
never came up” or “I never thought about it because we do not really talk about work at 
home.” 
 These findings subsequently suggest that not all workers accrue value from their 
status as local aid employees outside the workplace in the way that some scholarship 
might predict. In fact, the multiple meanings that the local aid worker status holds among 
workers’ communities, including in some cases no meaning at all, highlight and 
emphasize the ways in which it is the organization of work in the aid sector itself that 
constructs the local as meaningful and particular in the first place. It is not the case that 
local workers are entering their jobs with a clear or uniform sense or meaning of the 
‘local’ part of their status. Yet, and at the same time, workers’ reference to “the white 
man complex” suggests that how the aid sector delineates the local worker as particular 




them either: As they do recognize the continuities between colonial and imperial 
arrangements of power and their subordinate positions within the aid labor hierarchy. 
 
The ‘True’ Humanitarians: How Workers Reappropriate  
Their Local Labels to Make Sense of Their Jobs 
So how do workers make sense of these meanings? Given Jordan’s dire labor 
market, the high cost of living, and the wages workers receive in comparison to the 
national average, we might expect workers to ‘consent’ and accept their positions within 
the aid labor hierarchy to keep their jobs. That they may simply develop individual 
strategies to cope with the contradictions between the ‘local’ meanings imposed on them 
and their own understandings of themselves as local aid workers. However, I find that 
workers in Jordan make sense of their positions, and the precarity and subordination they 
experience in these roles, in a more explicit and unexpected way. I find that workers 
reframe and reappropriate the meanings of the local imposed on them. They recast and 
distinguish their work routines as evidence of being ‘true’ humanitarians in juxtaposition 
to the foreign non-local aid professional and employer. Specifically, workers mobilize 
their identities as local aid workers to critique the very employers and operations in the 
aid sector that make this distinction of them as locals in the first place.  
 
Staying Local Because We Care: “Localizing” the True Humanitarian 
First, local aid workers leverage their local identities to challenge the mismatch 




but their short-term engagement in practice. As one worker explains about aid employees 
from abroad: 
You know they [the expatriate workers] … they come here...either they are overly 
apologetic. Or they are like...they think that if you have given a water treatment…to 
some family in Zarqa, you have brought modernity and civilization…like into a pre-
stone age culture. Because they did a couple of tours in Africa or Asia or much less 
developed communities....and then they go back and tell their friends about it: “Oh my 
god, oh my god...Mohammed now has a water plant." And then I think, “oh my god." So 
yeah, it's a....the whole orientalist culture is just...nuts. You know these people feel good 
about themselves, and then they go home. (ZMQ 2018) 
 
Or as another worker succinctly stated in terms of foreign aid workers and international 
aid organizations’ operations more broadly: “The superficiality, the bureaucracy [in aid] 
… how people [in aid] keep going and know they may be harming because of this and 
still do it” (HAT 2018). The foreign aid professional and the international aid 
organization are therefore delineated and conceptualized as inauthentic and phony: 
someone or something that is ‘not from here’ that comes and goes without real 
investment and commitment to the public benefit. In this framing, the foreign aid 
professional and organization appear selfish and orientalist: undesirable qualities that are 
problematic for the future of the local context. On the other hand, the local aid worker is 
subsequently the ‘true’ humanitarian: framed a someone whose work is driven by 
commitment to the local population; who will stay around and do whatever is necessary 
to address the needs of the people. As the same worker who described Mohammed and 
the water plant explained: 
You know...from our understanding as locals, we need to get the job done...the job done 
well and on time. Because of the vulnerabilities.... [they are] eventually going to tear this 
country apart. So, we are always working to make sure things are done on time…” 
(ZMQ 2018) 
 




It is not in their benefit to do it in a really meaningful way because…[in] they end and 
they leave. What happens then? One of the projects that I am working on now is 
exploring gender transformative work in local communities. So actually changing...real 
value systems and way of thinking and way of doing things and all that stuff. How do 
you assess that if you are not engaged with people in local communities? You cannot 
measure change in gender norms in six months or one year. (HUS 2018) 
 
 In trying to make sense of their secondary value in the workplace, and what they 
come to subsequently understand as limited opportunities of upward mobility within the 
aid sector, we can see how workers embrace their connections to the local, reframing 
their immobility as desirable and what it takes to be a true humanitarian. They ‘stay local’ 
out of choice and because they care, rather than a result of their exclusion from being 
recognized as humanitarian professionals or aid experts like their expatriate counterparts.  
 Somewhat similar discussions appear in literature on meaningful work more 
broadly, suggesting that workers may ‘stay around’ in undesirable jobs and positions if 
they perceive their employers’ work as mismatched with the moral and ethical codes they 
ascribe to the profession in the first place (Bunderson and Thompson 2009). However, in 
this case, we can see how workers do not really expect much from their aid employers in 
terms of moral and ethical codes. Rather, they work (quite literally) to critique their 
employers, claiming their local identity to disassociate their routines from simply their 
jobs in the aid sector. 
 However, in reframing the meanings of the local aid employee in this way, workers 
seem to contribute to their own subordination: explaining their structural positions within 
the aid labor hierarchy as a choice. This framing subsequently reinscribes assumptions of 




international-local binaries structure the organization of work and upward mobility in the 
humanitarian system as well.  
 I provide just one more example as evidence of the latter. In a direct statement 
regarding the ‘new’ role of local workers in decision-making processes under 
localization, one worker shared the following:  
The higher up you go, the whiter and more foreign things are. And the things I have 
heard from frontline staff that management will never acknowledge or accept that it 
happens…It can be so offensive and so problematic in the way they [national workers] 
are treated, in the way they are not listened to. In the way that they are dictated on how 
to do things without any conversation, without any engagement is...it is like really 
shameful. (HUS 2018). 
 
Or as another worker shared in a similar vein regarding the recent changes in her 
organization under the localization agenda: “We do not feel that the organization cares 
very much about us…that is what we think of the new management and the expats and 
stuff” (HIR 2018). 
Many local employees I spoke with in fact shared similar perceptions and 
skepticism of their employers’ expatriate leadership, suggesting that the latter group does 
not always ‘listen’ to, or ‘care’ for, national aid workers and their contributions in making 
decisions related to organizations’ work. I in fact witnessed this first hand on several 
occasions, most glaringly at a national level annual planning meeting sponsored by 
UNHCR and the Government of Jordan, in which international, expatriate workers sat, 
discussed, and decided the budget lines for projects at a separate table from their national 
staff colleagues (and without the latter’s input, even though they were apparently all 




So while localization has in part led to more national staff employment, 
particularly at the mid-management level and thus challenging the usual understandings 
of the expatriate-local aid labor hierarchy in part, workers’ continued exclusion from 
decision-making processes in their day-to-day routines shapes why and how they 
perceive their employers’ value of them in these roles. They come to understand that they 
are not taken seriously as real aid professionals, but are rather ‘tokens’ at the table next to 
expatriate workers, in which the latter group continues to remain the decision-makers 
even amidst localization. To make sense of this mismatch between aid localization 
discourse and the interactions they experience the job, workers therefore associate and 
delineate this lack of caring and listening as ‘white’ and ‘foreign’; something again that is 
different (and also constructed as undesirable) that they as local aid workers do not—and 
cannot—possess. This distinction therefore frames international aid employers once again 
as somehow removed, distinct and different from the local context; and obfuscates its 
connection with locals’ restricted career mobility within the aid labor hierarchy as a 
result. 
 
Because it’s in Our Culture: “Ethnicizing” The True Humanitarian 
I also find that workers leverage their ‘local’ identities in terms of their nationality 
and ethnicity—as Jordanians and Arabs—to critique the contradictions between their 
employers’ humanitarian mandates and what workers perceive as their not-so-




Most workers I interviewed mentioned (at least once if not more) during 
interviews, the phrase ‘Jordanian’ or ‘Arab’ hospitality: an expression that is also and 
often repeated by government officials to explain and frame the country’s response to 
various protracted humanitarian crises in the region (i.e., Syria, Iraq, and Palestine) as 
generous and part of the national culture. These expressions were even scattered 
throughout formal inter-sectoral meetings and conferences I attended regarding Jordan’s 
response to the Syrian crisis; emanating from both local and non-local aid stakeholders.  
Similarly, workers used such phrases to explain their own work patterns as 
motivated by ‘Jordanian values’ and ‘Arab hospitality’ rather than their job expectations. 
As one worker explained: “[We are] Jordanians….it is Arab culture…our culture to 
help….it is not just about work in INGOs” (MNU 2017). 
Workers often mobilized these explanations in describing their overtime work 
during their off days and hours. As one worker shared about assisting a refugee during his 
free time who did not qualify for assistance from his employer:  
There was this woman who was about 80 years old or so. She had no roof because of bad 
weather. But she did not fit the criteria [for assistance]. This is one of our problems…the 
criteria. The rules. We are talking about us [Jordanians]…not [my employer] …we are 
talking about rules about all the NGOs…with UNHCR…. you know it’s is not right. 
When they tell her because she is alone, they will not help her, it is like why? Many 
times I have mentioned to my management, there are 2 or 3 family members, how can I 
not support them? (FOC 2017) 
 
Or, as another worker, who sees himself as “a helper” for his fellow Jordanians and often 
works overtime on the weekends shared in a similar vein: “Helping and working with 
refugees, persons in detention centers, and marginalized people [of Jordan] …life [here in 
Jordan] is different now, and the people need help” (AQS 2017). As these quotes suggest, 




not their work ones. In doing so, they are able to critique and challenge the irony of their 
humanitarian employers’ ‘rules’ that exclude vulnerable populations in need. At the same 
time, they are able to make sense of their off-hours work as a critique of their own 
exclusionary status as local hires within the aid sector as well.  
 Yet, and importantly, how they mobilize their local identities in these ways frame 
and suggest that these particular forms of work during their free time are separate from 
their contracted jobs. Yet, and with further probing during interviews, it became clear that 
local hires’ positions in the workplace directly related to how and with whom they 
worked with during their free time. The experiences of frontline workers are particularly 
telling of this dynamic. Frontline workers, many of whom are referred to as field staff, 
are almost always local hires. They are the ones who engage directly with aid recipients 
and beneficiaries as well as community stakeholders identified by aid employers as 
relevant to operations in the local context. As one worker, like many others in this role, 
shared: 
Because we are in the field….me and [my colleague] …the people [aid recipients] they 
don’t look for where are you from or who is the organization…they look at us because 
we are the image…so sometime[s] they think that we are the ones supporting them 
[directly, not the organization]. It is not true, but it makes you get a feeling…a good 
feeling to be honest…because when they start with thank you thank you and thanking us, 
we can tell and see the smiles…and when you go home, you start thinking about this. 
It’s something good. Something good actually. (OOC 2017) 
 
We can see from this quote that workers are already responsible and expected to engage 
in emotional and relational labor as part of their jobs to keep beneficiaries happy and 
satisfied. Plus, they also benefit as ‘the face’ of humanitarian aid in these communities: 
they acquire ‘good feelings’ and a sense of value for their work. Framing their work as 




‘rules’ thereby obfuscates the ways in which locals’ positions in the workplace (as 
frontline workers for example), and the labor they are expected to perform in their work 
roles (relational and emotional labor), conditions why and how they perform this ‘true’ 
humanitarian during their leisure time accordingly. 
 Workers also leverage their Jordanian and Arab identities to make sense of their 
employers’ competition with one another over funding at the expense of local 
communities in need. As one worker shared in frustration about his employer:  
They forget the human side of the thing…You are here to help people. If you find 
yourself competing with other NGOs to get money to sustain services, then you are not 
helping people, you want to stay, you want to survive…. I am from people who…at the 
end, we care about one main goal. Like okay, you get fund, I get fund, but we work 
together to help people in need. (LUN 2017) 
 
Or as another worker lamented: 
Now you have become a business…like 40 to 50 percent is a business. You know what 
maybe it is more. They [the aid organizations and expatriate workers] come here to get 
fund…only to make sure that they will receive their salaries, and that their organizations 
will keep running. (FOC 2017) 
 
Like these workers, many local employees consider their employers’ lack of cooperation 
with one another and focus on funding as significantly challenging ‘the human side’ of 
aid operations, in which the foreign aid organization and worker operates more out of 
self-interest like a business and businessman, respectively, rather than humanitarian ones. 
In fact, we can see from these quotes how workers distinguish themselves from their 
foreign employers, noting that they as local workers are “from people” who really “care” 
about helping “people in need.” They therefore explain and reframe their continued work 




foreign entities’ competition with one another and self-interest do not jeopardize the well-
being of the local communities in Jordan. 
Framing their work in this way further allows workers to negotiate perceptions of 
their jobs among their social circles and communities as well. One worker, whose family 
was skeptical of his pursuit of aid work in the first place, shared how he started to work 
more during his leisure time. He leveraged this extra work as a way to prove to his father 
and friends that his work in the humanitarian sector was legitimate, motivated by sincere 
commitments to Jordanian communities in need. After all, he faced criticism from them 
for not working his ‘real job’ as an engineer (even though his current job with his 
international aid employer pays better than a comparable level engineering position in 
Jordan, OCF 2017).  
In another illustrative example, on employee told me how he is now working two 
positions for “the price of one” for his employer, which he tells me is why he has been 
working overtime (without compensation) a lot these days and has not had much time for 
social activities and his family. However, he frames his extra work and absence from the 
family as reflective of Jordanian values: “working hard” to provide for his family and the 
people of Jordan in a way that is dignified “beyond profit” (KAA 2017). We can 
therefore begin to see from these examples how workers mobilize their national identity 
to recast their work as something that relates to their families and communities, not their 
‘insecure’ and ‘not real’ jobs. 
This framing further allows workers to navigate the uncomfortable situation(s) 




rates in their communities and the country more broadly; recasting their jobs as reflective 
of, and motivated by, shared national and ethnic backgrounds and culture as well. In fact, 
several workers even told me how they refused job offers that came with salaries they 
perceived as too much, citing cultural expressions related to concepts of fairness and 
equality for their decision (ahallel ratbi). Such framings therefore bring attention to both 
the global and national inequalities and hierarchies that simultaneously shape how 
workers come to make sense of their ambiguous social and economic positions as local 
aid employees. 
However, and in trying to make sense of their work both in the workplace as well 
as among their social circles, workers, even if unintentionally, delineate their labor as 
cultural: ‘ethnicizing’ their work routines based on explanations of their Jordanian and 
Arab identities. In doing so, workers’ construction of themselves as the ‘true’ 
humanitarians acts as a ‘double-edged sword’ that is both ennobling (they are able to 
leverage their work as distinct from their employers’ ways of working), and binding (they 
normalize the continued and arbitrary division of labor premised upon cultural 
assumptions within and beyond the aid sector) (Bunderson and Thompson 2009; 
Oelberger 2019).  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter explored what being a local aid worker means to workers 
themselves, and how this informs the ways in which they make sense of their work 




its attention to the experiences of local aid employees, including how and why they make 
sense of their jobs in the manners that they do. Explanations related to local workers’ 
relationships with their jobs are often about the economic benefits of aid work in the 
Global South. However, as this chapter has shown, the meanings workers associate with 
their jobs, how they make sense of their work, and how they subsequently labor 
accordingly, offer a more nuanced narrative.  
 First, and while workers associate their jobs with higher salaries than the national 
average in most cases, workers also consider their jobs precarious, unstable, and limited 
in terms of career mobility. The latter is because of the formal and informal barriers 
associated with their local worker status in the aid sector. On the job, workers learn and 
experience the ways in which being ‘a local’ holds particular meanings in the aid sector 
that situates them as subordinate and distinct from their foreign colleagues and 
employers. They learn that ‘the local worker’ holds particular connotations related to 
their skills, capacities, and roles in their organizations that are often contradictory to their 
actual abilities and what happens in practice. Nonetheless, these meanings continue to 
structure aid operations, in ways that shape the scope of their contracts, their promotions, 
as well as their interactions with colleagues.   
 Second, in order to make sense of these meanings imposed on them, and the 
subsequent precarity and limited career mobility they experience as part of their jobs, this 
chapter has shown how workers describe and delineate their work routines in a particular, 
unexpected way. Specifically, they mobilize and reappropriate the meanings associated 




first place. Workers reframe themselves as the ‘true humanitarians,’ who ‘stay local’ out 
of choice because they are invested in vulnerable communities, and who work overtime 
because of Jordanian cultural norms. In leveraging their identities in this way, they 
simultaneously cast the local aid worker as desirably different from the foreign aid 
professional and employer: whose transnational mobility and non-local status is framed 
as problematic for the vulnerable populations and communities that aid operations are 
supposed to serve. 
 By studying the case of local aid workers in Jordan, this chapter highlights how it 
is the conditions and interactions of aid work that shape workers’ sense of what it means 
to be ‘a local.’ They do not hold particular meanings of their local identities prior to their 
employment, but rather acquire a sense of their local Jordanian identities because of how 
it shapes their precarity and career mobility in the aid sector. It is therefore because of the 
subordination and exclusion they experience as aid workers that inform their mobilization 
and reappropriation of their local identity in this surprising way as a form of resistance 
and critique of the aid labor hierarchy. This is an important nuance to our current 
explanations, demonstrating how locals’ sense of the local develops in reaction to the 
precarity, exclusion, differentiation, and ‘other’ statuses they experience in the workplace 
as well as in their communities at the national level. 
 This chapter therefore elaborates understandings of the organization of work in 
the aid sector in several important ways. First, this chapter has brought attention to the 
meanings local workers associate with their jobs, elaborating current scholarship that 




this chapter highlights how dynamics in the workplace are critical to consider in 
understanding how aid workers, local or otherwise, make sense of their work in particular 
ways, a dynamic that has yet to be fully explored in studies of aid and development. For 
studies of local aid workers more specifically, this is important because scholarship thus 
far is limited in accounting for how labor dynamics in the aid sector shape local actors’ 
actions, including how they make sense or understand the notion of ‘local’ in the first 
place. Relatedly, this chapter has shown that the meanings associated with aid 
employment outside the workplace are multiple, suggesting that singular framings of aid 
work as desirable in the Global South are wanting. 
The ways in which workers reappropriate their local identities to delineate their 
daily routines as separate from their jobs and employers urges more attention to the 
structural positions and labor conditions of local hires in the aid sector, particularly in this 
era of localization. After all, and as this present case suggests, aid localization reproduces 
exclusion, rather than inclusion in ways that have not yet been fully accounted for. 
Moreover, this chapter shows how workers also contribute to this exclusion: by 
reproducing the very binaries between the local and global in delineating their daily 
routines as reflective of their local identities and separate from their jobs. 
Lastly, by empirically investigating the organization of work in the humanitarian 
aid sector, this chapter can help to elaborate and specify the value of ‘meaningful work’ 
conceptually in studies of work, occupations, and organizations. This chapter can also 




continue to condition aid operations, particularly in terms of who can claim and what 











 This dissertation has explored the ways in which aid localization is reshaping the 
organization of labor within the humanitarian aid sector. This project specifically sought 
to answer the following questions: What does localization look like in practice? How do 
these localization shifts affect local labor? As discussed in the previous chapters, the 
particular attention to local workers in this study was intentional given that localization 
aims to incorporate more local actors into aid operations and procedures.  
To answer these questions, I conducted a qualitative study of aid dynamics in the 
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The kingdom served as an ideal case for this research 
given its role as a major aid hub globally. Plus, many aid organizations operating in the 
country were actively pursuing localization strategies during the fieldwork phase of this 
project. The bulk of the findings presented in this study are from ethnographic fieldwork 
of aid-related activities in Jordan and semi-structured interviews with workers employed 
in the country’s aid sector. These methods allowed me to explore how aid operations and 
localization strategies more specifically manifested in practice. These methods further 
allowed me to explore the daily routines of local workers and how they experienced and 
made sense of their work as aid employees in Jordan. This latter data collection was 
conducted over a period of seven months between late 2017 and early 2018. My previous 




preliminary pilot study for this project conducted in August 2016, also motivated and 
informed the scope of this project, including the final research design. 
The empirical chapters of this dissertation have shown how localization in the aid 
sector produces a particular structure of work in which ‘the local’ is the organizing 
category. Specifically, aid employers construct the local as a meaningful point of 
distinction both formally in terms of contract conditions and salaries, as well as 
informally, articulated through expectations and values associated with local hires. Social 
and cultural assumptions of who local workers are, and how they can provide value to 
their employers often inform the scope of what is understood as the local as well. These 
constructions subsequently shape the division of labor and allocation of resources that 
power aid operations and produce organizations’ ‘successful’ aid projects. 
However, what was shown to be surprising in this study is how these 
constructions of the local are often contradictory and ambivalent in practice. The 
precarity and challenging work conditions that local employees experience as aid 
workers, as well as how they make sense of their jobs and status within the aid labor 
hierarchy are indicative of the latter. These experiences of local workers highlight how it 
is this ambiguous construction of the local that produces the labor needed to make aid 
‘work.’ 
Chapter two showed how workers’ knowledge and networks in the local arena—
their local capital—is crucial to organizations’ production of successful aid projects. 
However, the on-the-job experiences of workers presented in this chapter highlighted 




While aid stakeholders may champion workers’ local knowledge and networks as what 
makes projects succeed, chapter two brings attention to the fact that one’s local capital is 
more so premised upon meeting monthly quotas and targets in practice. Given their 
contract conditions as national hires, workers in many cases are willing to tailor how they 
use their local capital accordingly, exposing how employers rely upon local workers’ 
precarity as national employees, at least in part, to achieve the results they desire. 
Chapter three then showed how, in addition to their formal contract conditions as 
national hires, employers’ conflicting expectations of their local staff drive workers to 
engage in extra work to prove they are ideal local, but not too local workers. This extra 
work, what I identified as hybridized labor, is how workers try to respond, and make 
sense of, their employers’ ambiguous constructions of the local worker as both desirable 
and undesirable all at the same time. I showed how this ambivalence is based upon social 
and cultural assumptions related to workers’ identities as ‘non-Western,’ ‘Jordanians,’ 
and ‘Arabs.’ Constructions of the local as articulated through employers’ expectations 
therefore become a way to harness even more labor from local staff for organizations’ 
projects. 
Chapter four then showed how ambiguous constructions of the local embedded 
within aid operations shape how workers make sense of their work and their status as 
local hires. This chapter highlighted how workers learn what it means to be ‘a local’ 
because of their jobs that articulate the local, in Jordan and elsewhere, as subordinate to 
their non-local, foreign aid employers and colleagues. This chapter brought attention to 




in the aid sector as well as in their communities. This chapter also showed how workers 
leverage these meanings in unexpected ways to critique the aid actors that make this 
‘local’ category a point of distinction in the first place: framing their work as motivated 
by their identities as local Jordanians, not their jobs. This delineation allows them to 
make sense of their subordinate positions in the aid labor hierarchy, and to negotiate the 
precarity and restricted mobility they experience because of it. However, this chapter 
further illuminated how these constructions of the local condition how workers respond 
to their subjectivities through labor, in ways that reinforce their positions as particular 
and distinct in the aid hierarchy.  
The culmination of these findings suggest that localization, albeit intended to 
empower local populations and make aid more sustainable and effective according to 
discourse, has a number of contradictory effects because of the ways in which the local is 
constructed, albeit ambiguously, as distinct and particular within aid operations. The role, 
routine, and labor of the local worker highlight the latter, and show how such 
constructions, and localization broadly, may exacerbate workers’ precarity and their 
communities’ well-being in unexpected ways.  
I therefore argued in this dissertation that localization ruptures and reinscribes 
Global North-Global South inequalities through ambivalent constructions of who local 
workers are, and how they should and can provide value to their organizations. The 
ambiguity and contradictions embedded in constructions of the ‘the local’ within aid 
operations reflect the tensions within the localization agenda: local actors as something 




conceptualize as a distinct ‘other’ from themselves. This dissertation has begun to show 
how this tension manifests in practice, and in fact becomes a source of productivity for 
aid employers: generating new forms of labor needed to achieve project outcomes that 
uphold the labor hierarchy status quo all at the same time. 
This dissertation has therefore provided an important point of departure to 
elaborate explanations related to the drivers of development disparities both within and 
between societies to include the aid sector itself. It has also begun to make important 
comparisons between these localization shifts in the aid sector with other transnational 
industries, expanding our understandings of how the organization of work globally 
affects labor dynamics, development, and inequalities. Lastly, this project has begun to 
offer important insights into how aid practices bind, confine, and homogenize Global 
South populations and their upward mobility transnationally. 
 
Limitations 
While this study provides important insights into the labor dynamics within the 
humanitarian aid sector, including localization’s effects on local workers, it also has some 
limitations that deserve to be acknowledged.  
First, this study focuses on the case of local workers in a specific geographical 
context: Jordan. While Jordan does indeed represent a major global aid hub, the 
particularities of the national landscape also make the findings from this study limited. As 
previously noted, Jordan has high unemployment, high human capital, and a relatively 




discussed earlier in this dissertation as an important elaboration to scholarship on aid and 
development, given that significant aid resources, and multiple protracted humanitarian 
crises, are concentrated in MICs. However, this means that we do not know much about 
how localization manifests in LICs. Jordan is also in the Middle East, bordering 
Palestine/Israel, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq. Its geopolitical position means that it is 
often a place where regional and global interests, debates, and conflict play out, including 
through arenas such as aid and development. The latter has been true both in the era of 
nation-states, as well as under colonial empires. Additional studies of localization in other 
countries or locations could therefore elaborate the findings in this project.  
Second, the timing and duration of this study also limits the findings presented in 
this research. The majority of the data was collected during a period in which aid 
stakeholders—organizations and donors—were just starting to shift their strategies and 
‘localize’ their aid operations in Jordan. These changes largely coincided with donor’s 
funding cuts (particularly from the United States government) as well as the sector’s 
operational shift towards the Syrian crisis (moving from “emergency” responses to long-
term “protracted crisis” approaches). This study did not include a second round of data 
collection post-2018 to assess the developments of localization following its initial 
implementation phase. The latter would be an important addition to explore the ways in 
which localization affects local labor in the long term, and to also see if workers’ 
experiences and perceptions of their jobs have changed since the initial round of data 




systematically assess the ways in which localization has impacted aid outcomes at the 
organizational level, if at all.  
Third, several key variables from previous scholarship on transnational labor and 
humanitarianism were not developed in this study’s analysis. Specifically, this project is 
limited in its attention to the role of the state, religion, and gender in shaping localization 
processes and its effects on local labor. The role of the state is in the background of this 
study, but does not figure prominently into explanations related to the factors driving the 
organization of work and production of labor in the aid sector. Similarly, this study 
mentions gender as important in the literature review, but does not develop this piece in 
the analysis in the empirical chapters. This was because I found that worksite location, 
and constructions of one’s local status, often presented themselves as more salient 
categories shaping the labor dynamics within aid operations in Jordan. Nonetheless, the 
fieldwork phase yielded important insights related to the ways in which the state and 
gender shape aid work that I hope to develop in future research on this topic. Relatedly, 
religion is often considered an important variable in understanding the current dynamics, 
as well as the historical underpinnings of humanitarianism globally (Barnett 2013; 
Barnett and Stein 2012; Taithe 2004 ctd. from Ticktin 2014; Watenpaugh 2015). Religion 
is also often considered an important category in studies related to aid in the Middle East 
or Islamic world more broadly (Benthall 2011; Erdal and Borchgrevink 2017; Jung and 
Petersen 2014). Yet, I found in this study that religion was not as much of a salient 




workers made sense of their jobs and experiences as employees. Developing this latter 
theme in future research is also discussed in more detail in the following section.  
 
Implications and Future Research 
 The findings from this dissertation can be used as a point of departure for 
important future research on humanitarian aid and development, transnational labor 
dynamics, and organizations.  
 
Future Research on Aid Localization 
Future research could explore other dimensions of aid localization and its effects 
at the local, cross-national, and transnational levels. Future studies could explore how 
variables such as gender, religion, and race shape localization in practice, including how 
it affects local workers. Social and cultural assumptions related to gender figure 
prominently in explanations related to the organization of work in other transnational 
sectors. Studies of humanitarian aid and development have also been attentive to gender, 
particularly in terms of how it structures aid allocations, the designs of projects, and 
interactions between aid workers and beneficiaries. However, much more research is 
needed on this topic in terms of the division of labor within the aid worker hierarchy 
under localization. While this study does not explore this dimension in depth, preliminary 
findings from the data collected during the fieldwork phase of this project suggest that 
gendered assumptions of workers do shape the aid labor process, but in ways that do not 




Rather, I began to see the ways in which local workers were associated with feminized 
job tasks, whereas non-local aid workers were associated with job tasks often constructed 
as masculine, but with important exceptions that highlighted the ways in which place, 
class, ethnicity, and race also intersect with these processes. Future research could 
therefore work to outline these connections more systematically, and could possibly draw 
upon alternative theoretical frameworks as a way to make sense of, and overcome current 
binary understandings of gender within aid and development scholarship. 
More research is also needed to understand the ways in which race as a category 
shapes aid localization processes, including its effects on local workers. This study has 
begun to allude to the ways in which race is shaping these processes through 
constructions of the local as a meaningful category of distinction as well as how workers 
make sense of their jobs and positions within the aid labor hierarchy as locals. While 
much has been said in this dissertation about how social and cultural assumptions tied to 
one’s ethnicity inform and shape localization in practice, much more research is needed 
to address what still and often remains “the elephant in the room” of aid and development 
scholarship: race (Crewe and Fernando 2006). Findings from such studies would be 
further fruitful in terms of accounting for the ways in which race is embedded in our 
theoretical and empirical explanations of the labor process as well. 
Religion is another dimension that is often considered in scholarship a salient 
explanatory factor in understanding social processes, particularly in the Middle East 
context. While religion did not necessarily surface as a major theme in studying 




understanding localization processes in the Middle East, but also elsewhere. Future 
studies, for example, could look more systematically at how religion shapes 
organizations’ localization strategies, as well as how workers’ make sense of their 
positions and jobs as aid employees. Important work, for example, could look at the ways 
in which transnational Islamic NGOs compare and contrast to other NGOs in their work 
practices. Such work may further provide important insights into whether or how using 
religion as the organizing category of analyses of NGOs is useful for understanding 
social processes and inequalities.  
Accounting for how the role of the state shapes these processes is another 
important dimension of localization that should be explored in future research. This is 
particularly critical in terms of aid and development because UN institutions and INGOs, 
like those in Jordan, must receive the state’s permission to be able to operate in the 
country in the first place. In this present study, INGOs also must obtain government 
approvals for their projects as part of the Jordan Response Plan’s strategy to streamline 
aid responses to the Syrian crisis into long-term development projects for Jordan. 
Conducting more systematic analyses of how localization is articulated in urban and rural 
spaces within and between country contexts could further understandings of how the role 
of the state and worksite location shape localization in practice, including how it may 
intersect with other variables previously discussed in this section (e.g., gender, race, 
ethnicity, religion). 
At the same time, and in addition to the role of the state, more work is needed on 




is often described as a form of neocolonialism or in the language of empire, more 
research on the processes and practices that produce modern-day manifestations of 
colonialism could be elaborated from this study. More attention is needed to how the 
organization and regulation of labor under empire, including migration management 
practices, continue to shape everyday work dynamics within humanitarian aid operations.  
Future research could also look at how localization is transforming the 
organization of work between and beyond crisis contexts. For example, studies might 
consider how localization is transforming work practices in headquarter locations, 
relationships between donors and aid organizations’ leadership, as well as the division of 
labor in other sites of the aid chain, such as the major aid depots and logistics centers that 
are critical to humanitarian aid operations. Related work at the organizational level could 
also track the ways in which localization is affecting aid outcomes over time, if at all.  
Other key themes should also be explored in future studies of aid, namely the 
professionalization of the humanitarian aid sector and how this intersects and informs 
organizations’ localization strategies. Studying the latter could also become an important 
point of departure to more systematically account for the relationship between aid, 
migration, and mobility. For example, how aid may be and is increasingly used as a tool 
to discourage transnational migration and mobility between Global South and Global 
North locations.  
These future studies could therefore expand understandings of how localization 




of development disparities, as well as the processes and practices that shape and inform 
the global division of labor.  
 
Research Directions Beyond Aid Localization 
Beyond localization specifically, this study could serve as an important point of 
departure for sociological research and theoretical inquiries related to precarity, 
organizations and their environments, and framings of the local-global relationship.  
Prolific scholarship in sociology seeks to explain the scope and processes that 
create precarious work arrangements within and across societies. Significant research has 
examined the rise of contingent work and the decrease of long-term employment (see 
Kalleberg and Vallas, 2018 for an overview), particularly in post-industrial settings and 
in the private, for-profit sector. How this concept is articulated and useful for explaining 
work arrangements in developing contexts (like Jordan), or in third sector jobs (like 
humanitarian aid) could be expanded in future work. After all, precarious work 
arrangements are increasingly the norm, rather than the exception globally, in and beyond 
post-industrial settings, and across for and non-profit operations (Niels and Rossiter 
2008; Standing 2011). 
Studies of transnational humanitarian aid practices might be therefore and 
particularly useful to explore concepts of precarity across these different dimensions. The 
sector is described and widely accepted as an ‘aid-industrial complex’ in interdisciplinary 
scholarship as well as popular discourse (Duffield 2012; Fassin 2011; Slim 2015). And 




increasingly transnational, technical, and temporary (Oelberger et al. 2017). The lines 
between for and not-for-profit organizations and operations are also and now blurred 
more than ever as international organizations like UNHCR, and INGOs like CARE, 
increasingly partner and rely on private sector funding, organizations, and techniques 
(i.e., think lean production and Quality Assurance) to develop and implement their 
projects and operations.65 Plus, the findings from this dissertation suggest that 
localization processes in the sector are exacerbating workers’ understandings of their 
precarity in new and unanticipated ways. The latter is particularly important when we 
think about how current framings of aid work in crisis contexts are framed as ‘desirable’ 
jobs because they pay well. Yet, at the transnational and global level, such employment 
arrangements would seem to challenge the boundaries of sociological understandings of 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs (Kalleberg 2009).  
This dissertation may offer a platform for further discussion related to the tension 
within studies of organizations as conceptually different from their environments as well. 
‘Bringing work back in’ to studies of organizations provides a way to nuance and address 
“the tendency to explain changes solely in terms of environmental forces” (Barley and 
Kunda 2001: 77; also see Frenkel and Shenhav, 2006 for a critique). Starting with actual 
work routines to understand organizational structures and change expands and reframes 
who and what counts as relevant actors, factors, and processes that may not be captured 
from theories and approaches that assume the organization as the starting point of 
 
65 For example, see: <http://shockmonitor.org/privatization-humanitarian-action-implications-challenges-




analysis (see Avent-Holt and Tomaskovic-Devey, 2019: 5 for a discussion; also see Fine 
and Hallett, 2014). Moreover, it may allow us to identify the assumptions and boundaries 
that structure theoretical conceptualizations related ‘the environment’ of, and ‘norm 
diffusion’ between, organizations; and how these notions of the environment and global 
norms are in fact constructed through work relations and processes themselves. 
While previous research has already begun to account for the latter, particularly in 
post-industrial settings as well as in post-bureaucratic entities (Feldman and Pentland, 
2003; Hallett and Ventresca, 2006; Weil 2014), comparable studies of transnational 
organizational change, and ‘change’ outside of post-industrial societies, are often 
understudied, or reduced to an ‘effect’ of change generated from post-industrial settings. 
Empirical selectivity, solely focusing on organizational change within post-industrial 
contexts (often situated in Global North locations), may therefore limit how we can and 
do account for organizational change; where processes that are currently framed as 
‘changes’ (or results from change) are in fact the status quo in other social arenas. This 
subsequently suggests the possibility that our current analytical frameworks overlook 
important actors and processes relevant to explaining other forms of organizational 
processes and change if and when dynamics in these contexts do not always neatly map 
onto the concepts that we are familiar with in our explanatory toolboxes. As a result, 
what we understand or conceptualize as ‘norms,’ ‘norm diffusion,’ and ‘the 
environment,’ how we arrive to these conceptualizations in the first place, and how we 





As this dissertation begins to highlight, how conceptualizations of ‘the local’ 
more specifically are generated, relate, and affect empirical and theoretical 
understandings and accounts of the relationship between work and organizing, ‘the 
environment,’ and organization-environment relations and change are needed. This is 
particularly critical when we think about any form of transnational sector or organization, 
where notions of ‘the local’ undergird localization strategies, recruitment practices, and 
operations more generally. Like studies of the labor process, more attention is needed to 
how race is embedded in these explanations and concepts as well. 
 The culmination of this research could therefore provide important insights into the 
factors and processes that produce the global-local binary in practice as well as in our 
theoretical explanations of transnational labor and organizational change. Exploring how 
and why these binaries manifest in these particular ways, and accounting for their 
historical underpinnings, will strengthen sociological explanations related to the 
persistence and reproduction of social inequalities within and across societies.  
 
Policy Implications: Outlook on the Future of Humanitarian Aid  
More than ever, aid stakeholders are rethinking how they should and can engage 
with populations in need in crisis contexts. With more individuals displaced globally 
every day, and many living in active conflict zones, organizations and donors recognize 
that they cannot meet their mandates through the same arrangements as before. Needs are 
far too great for their capacities, funding is often ‘short,’ and many aid organizations face 




result, organizations are and must rely on local actors to conduct aid projects with these 
‘hard to reach’ populations. 
The growing use of remote management models are particularly illustrative of the 
latter. RM is when organizations relocate their international, expatriate staff to alternative 
locations outside of the crisis context where projects are implemented. This is because 
staff either cannot enter the location because access is restricted, or aid employers deem 
the site too risky for workers to be on the ground (Donini and Maxwell 2013; Stoddard, 
Harmer and Renouf 2010). In the case of Syria, for example, many aid organizations that 
have ongoing projects within the country operate (or have operated) out of neighboring 
countries, namely Turkey (particularly from Gaziantep)66 and Jordan (mostly from 
Amman). While originally envisioned as a temporary shift in how aid works, RM is now 
increasingly the norm, not the exception in how humanitarian aid organizations operate. 
This is particularly true in protracted crisis contexts like Somalia and Afghanistan 
(Hofman and Pérache 2014; Rivas 2015).  
RM shifts the responsibility to local actors and partnering organizations based in 
the crisis contexts to conduct the projects on the ground on behalf of the major aid 
organization who are remotely based. In other words, RM is a form of default 
localization. However, and like localization, there are multiple definitions and 
terminology used to describe and discuss RM in academic and policy literatures, and 
there are no official policy or donor guidelines at the global level related to RM in 
 
66 However, the Turkish government largely restricted international NGOs from operating in Gaziantep in 
2017 through various strategies, which meant many organizations subsequently relocated to other countries 





humanitarian aid (See Rivas 2015 for an overview). There is also limited information 
about RM among national, non-Western, and faith-based organizations, and scarce 
information about how RM is affecting national and local workers responsible for 
implementing these projects in these conflict zones (Rivas 2015: 7). Preliminary findings 
from my fieldwork suggest that RM is challenging—and risky—for local actors in terms 
of obtaining their salaries, demonstrating trust and accountability to their remote aid 
employers and donors, and managing the stress related to their proximity to conflict and 
violence on a daily basis. 
Considering RM in future studies is important not only because of these latter 
outstanding concerns, but also because it is not yet clear how organizations think about 
RM in relation to sector-wide localization strategies and agendas, particularly in terms of 
promoting local ownership and empowerment within aid operations. More research could 
therefore be conducted on the relationship between organizations’ RM and localization 
strategies, including how they are affecting the organization of work in the short and 
long-term in these hard-to-reach contexts.  
The recent COVID-19 pandemic has heightened the criticality of local actors in 
aid to an even more unprecedented level. In many cases, organizations have had to reduce 
or temporarily suspend their operations, including their staff’s presence in the field and 
among aid recipients. In situations of protracted refugee displacement contexts, aid 
employers and donors have called for more support for a particular group of local 
actors—refugee-led organizations—in order to fill this gap in services, and ultimately, 




terms of usual protocols related to funding disbursements and evaluations of projects 
during the pandemic.67 
Whether or how these developments will shape the future of aid is at the center of 
current debates. Many aid practitioners predict that the experience of the current and 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic will shift aid operations in new and unprecedented ways, 
including a stronger commitment to localization. However, the underlying motivations to 
pursue the latter may also be reflective of how the pandemic has affected the global 
economy, with aid actors’ monetary resources particularly hit hard during this period. 
Oxfam cut their operations in 18 countries which affected 700 local partner 
organizations, and led to the layoffs of one-third of its staff.68 In Geneva, where 
approximately 450 international NGOs are based, more than a quarter have already cut 
staff, and another quarter predict they will take similar measures within the next six 
months.69 Eighty-six percent of UK-based charities have already cut or are in the process 
of considering cutbacks to their overseas programs.70 These cutbacks within the 
transnational aid sector are likely to continue, with ODA predicted to drop by 25 billion 
USD by the end of the year.71 
 
67 For example, according to Aly (2020), UNHCR has: “increased permissible budget line transfers from 20 
percent to 30 percent; allowed disbursements of money before reports are cleared; instructed its teams to 
keep reporting requirements to a minimum; simplified ‘results chains’; accepted more personnel-related 







70 See: https://www.bond.org.uk/news/2020/04/how-is-covid-19-affecting-ngos-finances-and-operations 




Other aid practitioners, however, expect a different shift in which, rather than a 
stronger commitment to localization, the “big behemoths” of the aid sector will increase 
their role transnationally (Aly 2020).72 These predictions largely come in response to the 
fact that the first Global Humanitarian Response plan for COVID-19 allocated funding 
primarily to UN agencies. International NGOs were largely excluded, and according to a 
Charter4Change report, “as of early May, only 0.1 percent of total funding reported for 
COVID-19 response has gone directly to national and local NGOs.”73 The ways in which 
these pandemic dynamics have played out in terms of decision-making processes and 
resource allocations have led many aid stakeholders to argue that this is the start of an era 
of “new forms of neocolonialism,” in which “the North-South power structure which 
permeate[s] international aid [will be even further] exacerbated” (Aly 2020).  
At the same time, it is important to acknowledge and highlight the rapidly 
growing role of Gulf-based actors in global humanitarian aid responses. While often 
unacknowledged at the global level, Gulf countries have always represented some of the 
largest aid donors worldwide when measured as a percentage of a country’s gross 
national income (GNI). Over the past decade, their role is gaining recognition among aid 
stakeholders (particularly those based in North America and Europe), largely because of 
their response to the ongoing Syrian crisis, as well as the current COVID-19 pandemic. 
Three Gulf countries are included in the top 20 country donors worldwide. While 









humanitarian aid globally, these countries are decreasing their aid budgets (Development 
Initiatives 2019: 37-38). Yet, Gulf countries are increasing theirs: In 2019, the only three 
countries that increased their aid as a percentage of GNI were Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Kuwait (ibid). As noted in the introduction of this dissertation, major private sector 
donors also reside in the region. Plus, the largest humanitarian logistics ‘hub’ 
worldwide——six designated aid zones for warehousing humanitarian supplies and 
holding trainings and meetings among aid stakeholders—is Dubai’s International 
Humanitarian City (IHC). IHC has been particularly critical for facilitating the 
distribution of worldwide assistance efficiently and effectively in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis. More research is therefore needed to account for the role and growing 
presence of Gulf-based actors in the global humanitarian aid and development arena. 
Such research may yield important insights not only about the transnational humanitarian 
aid sector specifically, but also the changing dynamics of the global economy broadly. 
Such research may further provide important outlets to critically examine our current 
accounts of Global North-Global South relations; and how they shape our explanations 





APPENDIX 1. List of INGOs Operating in Jordan 
The following list represents the member organizations of the Jordan INGO forum. This 
list is representative of almost all of the INGOs operating in Jordan as of December 
2019.  
 
1. Action Aid Arab Region (AA) 
2. Action Contre la Faim (AAH) 
3. Agence d’Aide à la Coopération Technique Et au Développement (ACTED) 
4. American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) 
5. Alianza por la solidaridad (APS) 
6. ARCS- Arci Culture Solidali (ARCS) 
7. AVSI  
8. Blumont 
9. CARE International (CARE) 
10. The Center for Victims of Torture (CVT) 
11. Collateral Repair Project (CRP) 
12. La Chaine de l’Espoir (CDE) 
13. Danish Refugee Council (DRC) 
14. Dignity 
15. FIDA International (FIDA) 
16. Finn Church Aid (FCA) 
17. Global Communities (GC) 
18. Habitat for Humanity (HFHJ) 
19. HelpAge International (HAI) 
20. Humanity & Inclusion (HI) 
21. Humaniterra (HTI) 
22. IM Swedish Development Partner (IMSDP) 
23. International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC) 
24. International Medical Corps (IMC) 
25. International Rescue Committee (IRC) 
26. Intersos 
27. International Orthodox Christian Charities (IOCC) 
28. Islamic Relief Jordan (IRW-J) 
29. Jesuit Refugee Service Jordan (JRS-Jordan) 
30. Johanniter International Assistance (Johanniter) 
31. Kvinna till Kvinna (KtK) 
32. Lutheran World Federation (LWF) 
33. Medair  
34. Mercy Corps 
35. Middle East Children’s Institute 
36. Mennonite Economic Development Associates of Canada Society (MEDA) 
37. Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) 




39. Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) 
40. Oxfam Jordan (Oxfam) 
41. Plan International (Plan) 
42. Questscope 
43. Rahma Relief (RRF) 
44. Relief International (RI) 
45. Right to Play  
46. Secours Islamique – France (SIF) 
47. SPARK 
48. Syrian American Medical Society (SAMS) 
49. Terres des hommes Italy (TDH-IT) 
50. Terres des hommes Lausanne (TDH-LA) 
51. Turquoise Mountain ™ 
52. Un ponte per (UPP) 
53. United Mission for Relief and Development (UMR) 
54. War Child UK (WCUK) 
55. World Associates (WA) 
56. World Relief Germany (WRG) 
57. World University Service of Canada (WUSC) 







APPENDIX 2. Interview Schedule 
Working Interview Schedule (Revised August 2017) 
 
“Warm Up Questions” and Background Information 
• Position Title 
• Can you walk me through the process of how you learned about this position? (Have 
them tell their “story” as an opener: how they became interested/learned about this 
position, why/how they applied, etc. NOTE: this will lead into “Theme One: Hiring 
Process”) 
 
Theme One: Hiring Process (Questions are designed to assess the hiring process, 
participants’ networks, practices/norms associated with hiring staff for certain 
positions—for example to see if different processes associated with positions, orgs, 
“local” versus “international” staff, etc.) 
 
Be sure they elaborate/discuss the following: 
• How did the participant learn about the position? (Personal networks? Online 
databases? etc.) 
• Describe the application process for the position? The interview process? (Easy 
process? How long did this process take, who did you interact with during this period, 
challenges associated with applying for the position? Perceptions from your personal 
networks in this process?) 
• How did you learn that you were chosen for the position? (Email, phone call, in person, 
word of mouth…plus what happened next—signing the contract, negotiation of salary, 
benefits etc. and who was present for this process, how did this process look like from 
the participant’s perspective) 
• Why do you think they chose you from all the other candidates? 
• Training upon beginning of position? If so, could you describe this process a bit (who, 
what, when, where, how long, objectives of training, feelings associated with the 
training, take aways from the training, etc.) 
• What was the time difference between when you learned that you were chosen for the 
job and beginning the job? 
• So how long now you have worked at current position and/or with current 
organization? 
• (They may have already mentioned this earlier in the interview) Have you worked with 
other organizations like the one you are working for presently before? 
• How long have you been working for this organization currently? How long will you 
work for them (to see if they have a fixed contract, etc.) 
• If they have a fixed contract: Do you plan to continue working with this 
organization if an opportunity arises? Are there promotions? Would you consider 
working for another organization? (NOTE: It might make sense to include these 





Theme Two: The “Typical” Work Day (Questions designed to investigate 
norms/practices—formal and informal—associated with different positions in different 
organizations—may be able to assess differences based on position, gender, location of 
the work, “national” versus “international” roles within organizations, etc.) 
• Could you describe a typical day for you on a day that you are scheduled to work (i.e. 
have the participant describe their day from the moment they wake up until they go to 
sleep).  
 
• Be sure they elaborate/discuss the following:  
• Have them describe their commute (by car, bus, different locations, etc.—their 
own car/public transportation, etc.).  
• What are your assigned “tasks” associated with your position on paper (i.e. when 
you   first took the job according to a contract, discussion with an 
advisor, etc.)? Does your   typical day include these tasks? Include 
other “tasks” you acquired over time? 
• Who are your organizations’ beneficiaries? How do you identify them? Do you 
interact with (some) or (any) of them? 
• Do you ever have to work at night?  
• Do you work on weekends? If so, how often? During a certain time period more 
frequently than others? 
• IF they worked for a non-IO entity prior: In what ways does your work day 
differ from your previous employment? In what ways the same?  
• What is your favorite part about your work? 
• What is the biggest challenge for you in terms of completing your tasks? 
• What is the biggest challenge for you in the work environment overall? 
• Do you ever feel at risk or unsafe in your work? In what ways? 
• IF they worked for a non-IO entity prior (or currently employed with a different 
non-IO entity): What if at all do you miss from your previous work (or what do 
you like about your new work that may have not been the case with your previous 
work?) 
• Do any tasks that were not in the original job description—like what? 
• So, if you were to assess your week, approximately how many hours to you spend 
working? (Maybe this question will come later when I ask about free time) 
• Questions of payment might come here as well (How does the organization pay 
you? How often? etc.)—Note to self: this one might be difficult here, but will be 
included somewhere in the interview depending on the flow of the conversation 
 
Theme Three: Perceptions of Organizations and Staff (Questions designed to assess how 
participants’ perceptions of organization, staff members, humanitarian relief as a 
concept shape their everyday interactions, practices, etc.) 
 
• Could you tell me a little bit about the staff you work with? (Where they come from, 
what they do for the organization—do not ask this directly but see how they respond to 




• Who do you interact with in the workplace usually? Are there any people that you 
rarely see/speak/work with at the office? 
• Can you describe—-if relevant—your colleagues in the same position as you? Do 
you share the same tasks as them? (Have them elaborate…. include demographic 
information etc.) 
• How frequently would you say that you interact with the other staff at your 
organization? Who do you tend to work with the most? The least? 
• Do you share lunch or coffee breaks with your colleagues? (Also if it comes up—
it came up in some of the early interviews—who is included in these breaks—
what language do they communicate in during these breaks—is it all female/male, 
etc.….) 
• Do you interact with other organizations as part of your typical work day? If so, whom? 
In what capacity? How frequently? (This will also include the government, private 
sector) 
• How would you describe your organization’s relationships with other organizations 
(either the ones the participant mentions directly or other orgs)? Would you call them 
collaborative? tense? To what extent? 
• What about internal relationships within your organization at your work place? 
Between your office and headquarters? Between other field offices? 
 
Theme Three: “Outside” Work (Personal; Off-Hours Work Experiences; Questions 
designed to assess how personal experiences/practices inform “professional” and 
“work” experiences/practices/perceptions) 
 
• So what does a typical “day off” look like for you? 
• How would you describe your free time outside of work? What do you like to do? 
With whom? Where? 
• (If not asked already): What are your typical work hours? Do you ever have to work 
overtime? 
• Do you ever socialize with your co-workers outside of work? Which ones (NOTE: 
Researcher will not ask for names; just want to see who they describe as their co-
workers again)? In what capacity? 
• What are your family and friends’ perceptions of your work? Why do you think this 
is the case? 
• Do you feel that your work conflicts with your personal life in any way? (If they 
worked for another org or non-IO in the past: Do you think pos/negative change 
since your previous work—in what ways?) 
• Do you ever have to go into work unexpectedly? If so, can you describe these 
experiences (time, place, reason, your feelings about this situation, etc.)? 
 






What do you think about aid work in Jordan overall? Do you think it has changed the 
economy here? The lifestyles here? In what ways? 
 
People talk about this idea of “aid culture”—in your own words, would you say this is 
a thing? What is “aid culture” to you—-if anything? 
 
• (If not already addressed): Is your current work comparable to other 
positions/experiences in other positions you have had in the past? Why/why not? In 
what ways? 
• (If not already addressed): Do you find your interactions with staff in your current 
organization is similar to your previous work environments? If so, in what ways? If not, 
in what ways is it different? Why do you think this is the case? 
 
“Cool Down” Questions: 
• What is your favorite/least favorite part of your work? 
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